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Abstract 

This study highlights the temporary uses of two transition spaces (the Grove and PLOT) 

in Newton, Surrey from 2014 to 2020.  

The significance of these spaces is that their different interim users challenged 

‘dominant’ prescribed uses or lack of uses, and in turn, proposed short-term creative 

appropriations of previously vacant and stigmatized spaces in the City of Surrey. These 

creative interventions emerged out of necessity, predominantly centered around the 

issue of safety for women.  

Although temporary and short-lived, the trial-and-error approach of these interventions 

has created powerful effects for this neighborhood: empowering residents who might 

have previously felt helpless - or intimidated - to take responsibility and engage in 

decision-making processes that affect their lives. 

This community-engaged research also unfurls the spatial and relational dynamics, 

alongside consequences of these temporary efforts under contemporary neoliberal 

conditions. There have been tensions around inclusion and access, particularly in 

relation to how and who is allowed to shape and reclaim these spaces. These tensions 

make visible social, cultural, and economic differences amongst temporary users, 

informing biases and perceptions of their and others’ role in these spaces. Even with 

best intentions at heart, these relational dynamics coupled with pressures from the City, 

can exacerbate feeling of unsafety, elicit burnout, and even cause exclusion and 

displacement of those already on the periphery.  

Keywords:  Newton, Surrey; temporary use; interim users; creative placemaking; DIY 
urbanism; unsafety; community-engaged research  
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Chapter 1.  
 
Introduction 

Newton is one of the six neighborhoods of Surrey, British Columbia. 

Geographically, it is delineated by the City of Delta to the west, Mud Bay, and South 

Surrey to the south,160 Street to the east and the communities of Whalley and 

Fleetwood to the north (City of Surrey, n.d.). The neighborhood was initially designed as 

a bedroom community, meaning residents would commute out of the suburb and into 

nearby cities such as Vancouver for work. According to the 2016 census, driving 

remains the primary mode of transportation with 84% of Newton’s employed labor force 

commuting (as drivers or passengers) to work via car. Therefore, the layout of Newton is 

similar to other sprawling low-density, car-centered suburban developments.  

 

Figure 1 Map of Newton’s neighborhoods. Illustration by the author.  

The appeal of Newton for many has to do with its long-standing profile as an 

affordable and racially mixed community. However, Surrey and Newton are undergoing 

enormous socio-economic shifts. As of 2016, Newton accounts for approximately 27% 
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(149,040) of Surrey’s total population, making it the most populous neighborhood in the 

City. The breakdown of family sizes in Newton in the 2016 census, revealed that 42% of 

the households are composed of 2 members and 48% of the population is between ages 

of 0-34. 51% of Newton’s residents are immigrants and 2.5% are non-permanent 

residents including those who have work or study permits or are refugee claimants. 

Furthermore, 46% of the population do not speak English or French at home. The 

demographic makeup of Newton is racially diverse and young, and for many newcomers 

offers relatively affordable housing options compared to other nearby cities such as 

Vancouver. However, as the population continues to grow, Newton’s sprawl-oriented 

design and lack of social infrastructure are not reflective of the needs of the growing, 

diverse, and young population.  

The City of Surrey’s website describes Newton as a “bright, culturally diverse 

community that also acts as an industrial hub.” The South Asian community in particular 

is well established in the neighborhood, which is the largest centre for this group in the 

Metro Vancouver region. Before COVID-19, Newton hosted one of the largest Vaisakhi 

(spring harvest festival) parades outside of Punjab with more than 400,000 attendees 

(City of Surrey, n.d.).  

 

Figure 2 Located on 128th St and 82nd Ave in Newton, Payal Business Centre 
contains a mix of services and retail targeted at South Asian 
residents and visitors. Many businesses relocated here from 
Vancouver’s Punjabi Market for cheaper rents. Photo by the author. 
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As a community member and a relatively new resident of Newton, I often hear 

my neighbours complaining about the City of Surrey not caring about their 

neighbourhood. Their grievances vary from complaints about delayed snow removal 

from their cul-de-sac to the lack of accessible community and cultural spaces. The last 

major capital project investment in the neighborhood was in the ‘80s when the Newton 

Wave Pool (now known as Newton Recreation Centre) was constructed. Furthermore, 

the cancellation of a planned Light Rail Transit (LRT) to Newton in 2018, is perceived by 

many as an instance of the City’s focus once again shifting away from Newton and 

toward Surrey’s other neighbourhoods, although these others are already comparatively 

better served. 

Newton Cultural Centre (NCC) is one of the only public arts and culture amenities 

in Newton. Still, it does not serve all needs. NCC programming is inaccessible to many 

as the centre closes every day at 3:30 PM, it has a small parking lot and does not have 

an updated website with clear information on upcoming events or classes. It exemplifies 

a space of missed opportunities, an underdeveloped project that seems to be out of 

touch with the needs of the community. 

Community consultations are predominately used by the City of Surrey to engage 

and inform residents in Newton about the change that is coming to their neighborhood. 

Regardless, either due to limited budget or timelines, consultations are usually rushed 

and not inclusive or accessible by most residents. According to a planner in the City of 

Surrey, planners are often tasked with getting feedback from a large number of people 

and do not have the time or capacity to develop deeper relationships with the community 

to better understand their needs, this has been the case in Newton.  

For instance, the Newton Town Centre Plan had been in development since the 

1990s. According to the City’s website, the plan was developed with, “extensive 

community consultation, with support from residents, stakeholder, agencies and City 

staff.” The intent of the plan is to guide the development of Newton Town Centre as a 

‘community and civic hub’ for the next 30 years. The timeline of this plan highlights how 

slow City processes can be, with no clear reasons presented to the community for why it 

had been delayed for so long. Further, even after implementation, “these projects usually 

do not meet the users demands of urban space as a result of the passage of time” (Lak 

& Kheibari, 2020).  Many of my participants expressed that they felt excluded from the 
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creation of the Newton Town Centre Plan that passed in 2020. One resident remarked, 

“It was just sprung up on us, we didn’t really know what it meant for us.”  

Furthermore, the general perception around Newton, especially for those who do 

not live in the neighbourhood, is negative. Newton is usually represented in the media 

and in online forums as an unsafe place that people should avoid. A quick Google 

search of ‘Newton, Surrey’ further highlights safety concerns in the neighborhood as 

questions like “How safe is Newton?” and “Is the Newton area in Surrey safe?” appear 

on the first page. Often the reasons for these concerns include reports of gang activity in 

the area, but there are also insensitive racist comments around Newton related to the 

neighbourhood’s make-up as a predominantly South-Asian neighbourhood. Regardless, 

the general sentiment amongst long-term residents is that the lack of safety in the 

neighborhood is perpetuated not by the people that live in it but by the general neglect of 

the neighborhood by the City of Surrey.  

 

Figure 3 Reddit threads around safety in Newton, particularly around Newton 
Bus Exchange area. Illustration by the author.  

In particular, the area around Newton Bus Exchange was the focus of media 

attention when in 2013, a local resident was robbed and murdered in broad daylight, 

while she was waiting in the parking lot to pick up her son from a hockey game in the 

Newton Ice Arena. This incident sparked residents’ concerns around safety in their 

community, which they demanded that the City address promptly. Then-Mayor Dianne 
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Watts created a task force to focus on safety concerns and risks in Newton, which meant 

an increase in RCMP foot patrols with promises to improve lighting and sightlines in the 

area. However, according to a local resident, the media's attention waned over time, as 

did the City’s commitment.  

Two public spaces near the site of this tragedy between 72 Ave, 136b Street and 

70 Ave,138 Street are the focus of my research. One of the sites behind the Newton Bus 

Exchange is informally referred to as the Grove by the local community, named after a 

group of cedar trees prominent in that area. The second site is a sharing garden called 

the PLOT located behind the Newton Arena. In this thesis, I am highlighting the 

community organizing efforts in these two sites after the tragic incident in 2013.  

 

Figure 4 Study sites. Illustration by the author. 

The efforts that are the focus of this thesis are exemplary temporary initiatives by 

interim users including residents, community activists and artists working of their own 

independent initiative to address the different issues that were brought to light after the 

incident in 2013 such as safety, lack of community trust, and homelessness. These 

initiatives were often not planned but instead were spontaneous. For example, an elderly 
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woman on her mobility scooter one day decided that she was going to visit the site of the 

murder for 60 days to paint rocks and have conversations with neighbours who also 

might share similar feelings of unsafety. These sorts of efforts by residents inspired 

others, even individuals from outside of the neighbourhood to take action in these 

spaces, to reinvest the public space of Newton with community life.  

Several interim users have left their mark in this space and have contributed to 

shaping a positive image of this space that was previously neglected and considered 

unsafe. For instance, Friends of the Grove (FOG) composed of three residents set out to 

promote placemaking in creative and inclusive ways in the Grove. The group hosted 

several art-based community events (Piano in the Grove, Newton Kindness Spree, 

Edible and Medicinal Plant walk in The Grove, Peace Party and Free Food Garden, 

Room to Draw, Grove Zen Garden, Community Art Day etc.) to invite the community into 

the Grove from 2014-2021 to rebuild new connections within their neighborhood. The 

group self-published a book featuring stories of residents called We Are Newton to 

counter the negative perception of Newton and its residents. One resident wrote, “to 

outsiders, Newton may look like a place with problems, a place with a bad reputation, a 

place that people fear but we insiders know that Newton is a beautiful place. It is home.” 

Another writes, “Surrey’s Newton, you’re relatively young with growing pains, still finding 

your way.”  

In collaboration with FOG, Don Li-Leger, a renowned local artist, decided to build 

a public art piece known as the ‘Encyclopedia House’ in the Grove, which was made of 

discarded books. This project aimed to promote public interest and support for locally 

initiated contemporary art projects that aim to address a range of local issues through, 

“curiosity, increasing interest, encouraging thought, and enlivening public discourse.”  

Later, Don Li-Leger alongside his partner and wife Cora Li-Leger obtained 

permission from the City to turn a vacant piece of land near the Grove into an edible art 

food project that blends sustainability, food security, and Indigenous plant 

knowledge. This led to the creation of the Peas, Lettuce, Onions and Turnips (PLOT), an 

edible land-art project and a sharing garden that promotes collective ownership and 

fosters belonging and engaged citizenship. 
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The temporary solutions proposed through community-led initiatives do not just 

offer an alternative to formal planning, but they also directly address the urgent needs of 

a community. Although often marginal and short-term, it is still important to acknowledge 

the temporary presence, the labour and care of interim users in enlivening vacant and 

neglected public spaces, is significant and worthy of attention.  

Although these projects would later be celebrated by the City of Surrey for 

fostering social connectedness, social diversity, and enhancing safety, it was difficult for 

the artists to navigate and understand City’s bureaucratic processes to acquire their 

support and sometimes permission. Cora Li-Leger reflects on her experience of 

convincing the City to trust them to steward these spaces.  

It was met with a lot of skepticism – you know, ‘what are you doing?’ 

and that kind of thing. We had to build up to a level of trust with the 

city, too, that we’d be good to our word and that we had good intentions. 

That’s been a trust-building exercise and I hope that carries on, because 

if the city wants cultural development, then it has to trust that process 

and then artists, in turn, can learn to trust the bureaucratic processes 

as well. 

The story of temporary uses in the area are guided by the intention of bringing people 

together through art, to start conversations, and to further co-create solutions to build 

more connected, safer and inclusive communities. The story crafted here will also 

demonstrate how these temporary artistic community interventions exemplify an asset-

based approach that does not emphasize what the community lacks but rather works 

with the strengths of the community to inform these solutions. The story is one of 

collective action and hope. The work that has been ongoing in the Grove and PLOT for 

the past six years has shaped a new story of Newton, as a resilient and creative 

community working together to lift up the neighborhood and each other.  

Regardless behind the scenes, this bottom-up, community-building process has 

not been easy for those involved. There is ongoing negotiation with the City about the 

terms of use for the space, along with a plethora of ‘internal’ conflicts between different 

users in these spaces, leading to burnout and feelings of resentment amongst some 

which resulted in them leaving these spaces. For example, some residents living around 

the PLOT blame this sharing garden for increasing the presence of homeless or street 

involved residents in the area and thus making residents with homes feel less safe in 

their neighborhood. This brought up the question of who is allowed to feel safe in these 
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spaces and who is perceived as the instigator of unsafety. This question also poses the 

risk of losing access to these spaces, as the City does not want to face unwanted 

liabilities from this community activity. This pressure can be hard for interim users to 

handle if they are working with limited resources, trying to strike a balance and incite 

positive change amidst conflicting interests. It is quite a challenging undertaking, as this 

thesis reveals in the stories of several residents (housed and homeless), artists, activist 

and community organizers in the Grove and PLOT.  

In this community-engaged research, I present a story of where, who, what, how 

and so what of the different activities in the Grove and PLOT. My thesis seeks to answer 

the question: How did interim users temporarily claim transition spaces through creative 

interventions in Newton, Surrey from 2014 to 2020? Furthermore, what were the 

different intersecting spatial and relational dynamics that unfolded in the process? 
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Chapter 2.  
 
Conceptual Framework 

My conceptual framework begins with an inquiry into my study sites as transition 

spaces. To define transition spaces, I found a variety of concepts that are overlapping 

but not interchangeable, such as in-betweenness, liminality and residual spaces, to 

reflect the uniqueness of my study sites. Further, I employ concepts of temporary and 

DIY urbanism to unfold the process of how these sites became spaces for action. 

Finally, I explore the experiences of ‘who’ is doing this work, with a particular focus on 

artist-activists or artivists. I locate their work within practices of socially-engaged art 

(SEA) and artistic activism. The affective undertones of their practices led me to explore 

the notion of care work to further understand how burnout can occur alongside its 

implications to the sustainability of these temporary projects. Lastly, I come back to the 

issue of ‘unsafety’ that sparked the activation of these spaces, with a particular focus on 

women’s safety. 

Therefore, the following components of my conceptual framework will be 

discussed, in turn: 

• Transition spaces 

• Temporary & DIY Urbanism  

• Socially-engaged art, artistic activism 

- Care work and Burnout  

• Unsafety 

2.1. Transition Spaces   

To acquire an understanding of transition spaces, I am borrowing specific 

attributes from concepts including liminality, in-betweenness, and residual spaces, which 

I will discuss in detail below. Although the Grove and PLOT can be generally considered 

public/urban spaces, they did not have a defined identity or use before the creative 

actions of interim users. 
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Spatially speaking, the Grove and the PLOT are situated to be either driven or 

walked through as shortcuts to nearby destinations such as the Newton Recreation 

Centre, Newton Ice arena, Newton Library and Newton Town Centre to list a few. They 

are transition spaces between different areas of activity. Before these spaces were 

claimed by interim users, they were ‘empty’1, uninviting and even intimidating for 

residents to navigate. According to Azhar & Gjerde (2016), these in-between spaces are 

edges, voids and leftover spaces in the urban environments, produced by uncoordinated 

and phased urban redevelopment projects that have not been fully connected by social 

and physical infrastructure.   

Liminality was conceived by French ethnographer Arnold van Gennep (1909) in 

his book “Les Rites de Passage’ published in the early 20th century. Liminality is 

described as a threshold in culture, a transition phase between one stable state and 

another, and often coupled with feelings of uncertainty and anxiety. Years later, Victor 

Turner (1995) challenged van Gennep's idea to instead associate this phase as a 

positive space of liberation and creativity—an opportunity to do things differently, 

breaking free from the norms. The concept of liminality has much to offer in the 

understanding of transitional spaces, as spaces waiting or development, in-between 

without a prescribed use or purpose. In relation to the PLOT and Grove, van Gennep’s 

version of liminality describes these spaces before community activations as sites filled 

with uncertainty, confusion and fear. While Turner's idea captures the positive 

possibilities for these spaces as sites of action and negotiation in order “to identify new 

ways of using space through needs and uses (Suja, 1989). The transition spaces 

present a possibility to break down the established order of things, predominantly by 

who chooses to gather and act in these spaces, resulting in spatial and social 

transformations.  

Furthermore, the idea of residual spaces that Guy Königstein (2018) describes 

as, "neither planned nor designed. They are the result of mistakes, coincidences, 

neglect, or misunderstanding.” Further, often these spaces have concealed locations, 

hidden yet accessible enough to be appropriated or reclaimed through chance 

                                                
1 It is important to acknowledge that this is colonial language about ‘empty’ urban spaces, as 

these lands have always been inhabited and cared for by the Indigenous people who were 
forcibly displaced. 
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encounters. These types of spaces, since they are often insignificant and out of the 

public eye, can be a refuge for individuals and activities that are usually outside of the 

norm (Ayudya & Anggiani, 2021).  

Furthermore, they play an important role in the public realm as sites of 

experimentation or collective social action. As they are temporarily freed from the 

established order, allowing the users, “to recover, transform, use a space without going 

through the traditional urban planning processes, thus often activating without title, 

authorization, intentionally or unintentionally” (Pittaluga, 2020). As Fred Koetter (1980) 

suggests, these sites become spaces of spontaneous experimentation in which “the 

realm of conscious and unconscious speculation and questioning - the zone; where 

things concrete and ideas are intermingled, taken apart and reassembled - where 

memory, values and intention collide.” 

According to Pittaluga (2020), transition spaces, “become at once everything and 

nothing, belonging to everyone and nobody, is a propitious place(s) to explore and 

experiment new strategies for alternative urban use and organisation.” They are flexible 

sites of spontaneous appropriation/reappropriation, challenging existing processes of 

city-building and providing new alternatives, in the process empowering its users 

(Pittaluga, 2020). 

2.2. Temporary & DIY Urbanism 

2.2.1. Temporary Urbanism  

Temporary urbanism is a form of insurgent planning that is concerned with 

experimentation to explore new creative possibilities for a space (Oswalt, 2013). Further, 

this form of city-making is concerned with the “everyday, informal practices rather than 

long-term visions” and to fill gaps left by formal planning (Madanipour, 2017). In the case 

of the Grove and PLOT, temporary urbanism tactics are used to create networks of 

mutual support to promote participation, safety and trust in the community. This form of 

urbanism often allows the community to take ownership of places by developing place-

based solutions that directly address their specific needs. Further, this practice highlights 

the capacities and capabilities of residents while showing potentials of transition spaces 

(Wesener, 2015).  
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According to Hou (2020), temporary users of a vacant public space are often 

pioneers as they develop new, experimental programs for these spaces. Often their 

interventions tend to be “informal, spontaneous” and political. Although some of the 

temporary interventions are supported by the City, they are led by the community and 

represent a struggle where “citizens transform the public realm by repurposing the 

existing urban landscapes,” through the process of appropriation and reclamation.  

Hou (2020) describes appropriating in relation to public space as “actions and 

manners through which the meaning, ownership and structure of public space can be 

temporarily or permanently suspended.” Efforts of grassroots groups such as the FOG, 

introduce new uses for spaces by transforming them into temporary sites of activism and 

artistic discourse. Further, through appropriation, these spaces are reclaimed as ‘places’ 

that possess certain identities, relations, and history. Hou further illustrates these 

temporary spaces as projection screens on which different actions take place. Unlike a 

projection screen, some actions leave traces, resulting in networks of actions by different 

temporary users that get attracted to the space over the years (Hou, 2020).  

García Vázquez (2022) defines two different kinds of uses for spaces within 

temporary urbanism: ‘meanwhile’ and ‘pop-up’. The main difference between the two lies 

that, “the former takes advantage of an interim situation, for the latter temporality is a 

goal by itself.” The PLOT can be described within ‘meanwhile’ use as the City has 

leased the land to residents until it is developed according to City’s priorities. The 

activities in the Grove can be labeled as ‘pop-up’ as a way of testing out different 

temporary solutions around safety and community participation.  

Michel de Certeau’s (1984) concepts of strategies and tactics clarify the 

temporary actions of different artists, activists and community members in the Grove and 

PLOT. Strategies are top-down, pre-planned models endorsing existing control and 

structures. A neighborhood plan created by the City of Surrey is an example of a 

strategy. Furthermore, strategy driven planning practices often prioritize the needs of 

tourists or for “well-heeled clientele” such as the creative class over the needs of 

residents (Hou, 2020). Along with the risk of homogenisation, this form of planning can 

often displace those who are already on the periphery. Further, the timelines for the 

development, approval and implementation of these plans can be drawn out. While 
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communities are waiting, there is a gap in which spaces become temporarily available to 

be altered and reclaimed (Vázquez, 2022).  

On the other hand, tactics are bottom-up, temporary, organic and attempt to 

challenge, reappropriate spaces through participatory processes. Further, tactics blur the 

boundaries between experts and non-experts. They challenge the existing status quo to 

enable communities to take control to produce places that serve their needs. Without 

any rigid expectations, or guidelines through tactics a space is experienced and 

transformed organically, as exemplified in the Grove and PLOT.  

 

Figure 5 Tactic vs Strategies. Illustration by the author.  

2.2.2. DIY Urbanism  

Although somewhat conceptually similar to temporary urbanism, DIY urbanism 

focuses more on the specific actions and tactics and further highlights the do-it-yourself 

mentality of residents to implement spontaneous temporary projects.  

The goal of DIY urbanism is to make cities more “humane, authentic and 

liveable,” as defined and led by individuals and communities to shape their experience of 

a space (Mukhija & Loukaitou-Sideris, 2019). According to Donovan Finn (2014), some 

of the characteristics of DIY urbanism are that it is created by users of the space, not 

municipalities or developers. These efforts generally reshape municipal infrastructures in 

public spaces more directly as they are trying to fill gaps and shortcomings of top-down 

planning practices. Furthermore, there usually are no gatekeeping mechanisms within 
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DIY urbanism projects, such as usage fees, as often the purpose is to create barrier 

free, user-friendly and accessible urban environments.  

The art-based interventions in and around the Grove and the PLOT have been 

informally led by interim users composed of residents, artists and activists. Actions of 

these users can be defined as DIY urbanism, which suggests a shifting of power from 

the professional planning experts to everyday people (Iveson, 2013). Through their DIY 

activism, they defined what is important to them in a public space, and how they are 

going to create better spaces for themselves (Talen, 2014). 

For instance, several interim users involved in the Grove and PLOT have lived in 

the neighborhood their whole life and thus have important street-level knowledge and 

nuanced understanding of the historical and socio-ecological context of what is working 

and what is not working in that space (Hou, 2020).  

Furthermore, DIY urbanism efforts are often temporary and therefore can be 

regarded as insignificant (Heim LaFrombois, 2015). For example, although the activities 

in the Grove and PLOT are recognized by the City of Surrey, the communities involved 

are often left out of important conversations and decision making around the space 

(Heim LaFrombois, 2015). This is not an accident but reflects the process argued by 

Deslandes (2013) as the means by which DIY urbanism is coopted by power structures 

and intrinsically tied to capitalistic speculation and gentrification, as cities and developers 

profit from the unpaid work of the community involved but do not share in the 

institutionalization of the DIY approach. In this way, creative activity in neglected areas 

drives up property prices, but the City and developers do not have to compensate the 

temporary ‘caretakers’ of the space. In fact, the DIY urbanists are subject to constant 

scrutiny, surveillance and threat of being physically pushed out by the City as well as 

financially excluded as prices rise (Heim LaFrombois, 2015).  

2.3. Socially engaged art, artistic activism  

It is a challenge to locate credible scholarly works that explicitly address the 

particularities of 'artist activism’ or ‘artivism’ as I see these practiced in the study sites. 

Therefore, I draw on different contemporary art frameworks to posit a Grove/PLOT 
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specific definition of artivism, which I regard as existing between community building and 

art-making.   

The first step in defining artivism within the Grove and PLOT is to define the role 

of the artivists and where they fit on the spectrum between artist and activist. Although 

the artivists in these sites are blurring the line between art and activism, there are subtle 

differences between their work and how it is perceived by different stakeholders, in 

particular the City of Surrey.   

For example, Don and Cora Li-Leger are recognized Canadian artists with formal 

training in Fine Arts and their works have been exhibited in galleries and museums. 

Thus, their work has institutional credibility and is part of a lineage of contemporary art 

practices and can therefore be formally situated within the practice of socially engaged 

art (SEA). On the other hand, engaged residents like Katheren Szabo and Steve 

Webster fit on the activist end of the spectrum; they do not have formal training in the 

arts, but they are engaging community art as a medium to practice their activism. 

Therefore, I will situate their work within the framework of artistic activism, which entails 

individuals or communities employing different art practices to bring awareness to issues 

around them. 

To root the Li-Legers’ work in SEA, I will be relying on the work of Pablo 

Helguera, a leading writer and practitioner of SEA, who published an introductory 

reference book about the practice called Education for Socially Engaged Art. The 

timeline of how and when SEA as a practice originated varies by context, but in the 

Global North it is broadly tied to the emergence of performance and conceptual art 

during the civil rights movements in the 1960s, where artists mobilized their works for 

political action and social change. According to Helguera (2011), SEA as a category of 

art practice is still a ‘working construct.’ Adding to this ambiguity, SEA is interdisciplinary 

as socially engaged professional artists often address subjects and problems that belong 

in other disciplines. They often strip themselves of their identity as artists to become 

amateur ethnographers, sociologists, anthropologists, etc. All in all, socially engaged 

artists create artworks that involve collaboration, participation and community, and 

further channel art into constructive social change. It is a radically different form of art-

making as most non-SEA practices are private, prioritizing individualistic artistic 

autonomy rather than favoring collective or social responsibility. Socially engaged artists 
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are not merely representing a symbolic solution through a performance or painting but 

are rather directly working towards ‘actual’ social change within a community (Helguera, 

2011).  

Participation is a key component of SEA. It is often accepted as a positive 

concept, where the public gets a chance to take part in making artistic decisions with the 

artist. However, there can be a distinct selection bias in participatory practice, and this 

can often have exclusionary effects (Olsen, 2019). SEA practices can be shaped by and 

catered to the preferences of those who support them already, at the expense of 

accessibility to and priorities of the broader community. Therefore, artists employing 

SEA must be engaged, accessible and forthright about their methods and limitations 

when addressing the concept of ‘participation’ and should work to create a setting that 

enables multiple forms of shared knowledge and understandings to be present 

especially when proposing their solutions (Olsen, 2019).  

Community participation was also critical to the development of the PLOT, the 

artists utilized their position and authority to negotiate with the city to acquire access to a 

public space as a canvas for their art. The community was invited as creative 

collaborators through the act of gardening. The audiences of this art project are not 

detached from the art as just observers, but they are rather both the art and the artists. 

As Helguera (2011) states, the community makes all the decisions, and the artists are 

operating merely as service agents. This art project has now become an important 

community fixture in Newton. Although the Li-Legers are no longer actively involved, the 

community continues to use this place as a site to gather, grow food, create art and 

practice their own ‘artivism’.  

Other users of the space, although not traditional artists by profession, use art to 

express their experiences and identities in relation to the space. This is exemplified by 

works of groups like FOG whom I regard as ‘activist artists’ and their practices more 

fitted within the framework of artistic activism. Instances of this activism in the Grove 

include designing and printing mock permits (permit to beg on the street & permit to 

sleep on the street) to empower the homeless residents on the streets of Newton, and to 

promote dialogue, solidarity and to lessen the harm of constant disrespect and 

displacement of homeless residents by the RCMP officers in the area.  
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Figure 6 Permit to beg on the street. Courtesy of Katheren Szabo 

Artistic activism is often defined as a dynamic practice combining, “the creative 

power of the arts to move us emotionally with the strategic planning of activism 

necessary to bring about social change” (Duncombe, 2016). According to the Centre of 

Artistic Activism (n.d.), ‘affect’ (emotions and strong feelings) through art leads to ‘effect’ 

(action) through activism and this is key to moving people or getting them to care about 

a certain issue or place. Further, because of its accessible nature, artistic activism is 

often mobilized by marginalized individuals and communities to bring attention to their 

issues and concerns (Duncombe, 2016).  

2.3.1. Care Work & Burnout  

What drives the work of these artist, activist, artivists and other interim users, 

why do they care? The phenomenological notion of care may help me to understand the 

motivation of different actors in these spaces. According to Maria Puig de la Bellacasa 

(2011), “concern and care mean similar things but also express different things.” The 

word ‘concern’ connotes trouble, worry and care, but the word ‘care’ on its own carries 

stronger affective and ethical connotations. Care also denotes a strong sense of 

attachment and commitment to a cause or a place.  

Within SEA, there is a body of scholarship exploring the concept of care and the 

role of artists as care-workers and caretakers of the community. Socially engaged artists 

produce other-centered work that is for, “the good of the other rather than the good of 

the self” (Alacovska, 2020). Artists engaging in SEA practices often have, “context-
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specific knowledge and personal awareness of local adversities, hardships and despair 

as the basis for caring actions” (Alacovska, 2020). Therefore, the artists are not driven 

by passion but compassion, as they leverage the emancipatory value of their artistic 

creations to enhance other people’s lives as well as their own.  

Regardless, this ‘caring’ can also create burnout especially if individuals are 

constantly working from limited resources and support. There is a gap in research 

literature directly exploring the relation of care work and burnout amongst individuals that 

engage in the sort of community work outlined in this thesis.  

2.4. Unsafety  

The different activities in the Grove and PLOT were sparked after a murder of a 

women in the nearby parking lot of Newton Ice Arena. The concerns for safety especially 

for women became a prominent issue for the community, as they feared for their safety 

in their neighborhood. The news of this tragedy was widely reported, bringing forth 

issues around homelessness, lack of social infrastructure and the general neglect of the 

neighborhood by the City. Naik (2020) argues that this scenario is not unique to Surrey 

but that, often “it is only the aftermath of the incident” that inspires a focus onto the 

neighbourhood and its issues.  

What is unsafety? It is a feeling of insecurity and vulnerability that one’s personal 

safety is at risk (Visser et al., 2013). I am using the word ‘unsafety’ instead of ‘lack of 

safety’ as I perceive that the prior is more embodied, urgent, and personal while the 

latter is often used in formal context such as policies or news reports. Further, the feeling 

of unsafety can be perceived or actual (Ferraro, 1995). According to Pain (1991), men 

and women experience safety differently, with an emphasis that women intentionally or 

unintentionally avoid certain urban spaces that they deem unsafe. Furthermore, women 

tend to navigate the city more vigilantly to be aware of other users in the space (Koskela, 

2002). Various studies have revealed that women’s issues are often neglected in the 

planning which values the most privileged, who are often white and middle class 

(Ehrenfeucht, 2013). However, some scholars argue that negotiation of safety is not only 

facilitated by planning, but it also relies on community and personal resilience (Pain, 

2001).  
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Beyond gender, other intersections of identity such as race, age, sexual 

orientation, ability, and class also play a role in how and where one perceives safety and 

unsafety (Loukaitou-Sideris, 2006). Before addressing unsafety, it is crucial to identify 

the ‘normal’ users of a space, which often stigmatizes already marginalized groups such 

as homeless and racialized people. Therefore, it is important to inquire into how people 

perceived as dangerous or threatening to ‘normal’ users, themselves experience 

unsafety. I have showcased these dynamics and tension in my findings below from the 

perspectives of different formal and informal interim users of these spaces.  
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Chapter 3.    
 
Methodology 

3.1. Community-engaged research  

My interest in Urban Studies was sparked through my involvement with different 

community projects in Surrey. In 2018, my friend took me to a unique garden that she 

discovered in Newton, Surrey. “It’s magical, you would really like it,” I recall her saying. 

That was my first introduction to the community in the PLOT, I had no knowledge of what 

the space was, why it was there and what it meant for the community. I was just excited 

to find an open and accepting art-filled space with a wondrous garden. I also did not 

consider myself a master gardener. I had successfully grown one tomato in my 

apartment’s windowsill. Nevertheless, I have been a long admirer of plants and green 

spaces in the city. My introduction to the PLOT also aligned with my family moving to 

Newton from Vancouver. This shift brought feelings of isolation and confusion as I didn’t 

know how I would fit in and relate to my new surroundings. Therefore, PLOT was also a 

space where I found belonging and community, possibly for the first time since 

immigrating to Canada in 2006.  

My friend who introduced me to the PLOT was working on a short documentary 

showcasing the different stories in the garden for her film-making course. I volunteered 

to help her as a second videographer, shooting extra back-up footage for her. I admired 

the way she built trust and connection with the community as she went about the 

documentary making process. Although she always had her camera, she did not always 

feel the need to turn it on and capture everything that was being shared with her. She 

worked in the garden, helped with weeding, watering and other tasks. She was not just a 

student filmmaker; she made sure that she was not just in the community to extract a 

story and then leave. She was building trust with the community through this respectful 

etiquette that valued mutual benefit and transparency. The documentary was secondary 

to the relationship that she was building with the community. Following her around the 

garden and listening to different conversations revealed some of the issues with the 

community and the space. At that time, there was a fear that the PLOT was going to be 

taken away from the community as the City had other plans for the space. As a new 
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member of this community, I was alarmed by that prospect. I wanted to preserve this 

space. I wanted it to keep going. So, I started reading up on temporary community-led 

projects and found literature by urban studies scholars. I liked what I was learning as I 

felt that this information would be useful to the community at the PLOT, especially in 

communicating their needs and demands to the City. My interest in the field grew more 

and I decided to pursue a graduate degree in it.  

 

Figure 7 Author participating in a Sunday work party at the PLOT in 2017. 
Photo by Teresa Klein. 

In my ‘statement of interest’ for admission to SFU Urban Studies, I clearly 

indicated that I wanted my research to be first and foremost useful to the community. I 

wanted to follow in my videographer friend’s footsteps in pursuing a thesis that is 

accountable to the community. However, once admitted to the program and engaged in 

my studies as a graduate student, I started to feel the constraints and restrictions of 

academia. When I first learned about community-engaged research, this approach 

promised to relieve this feeling of constraint. I let out a sigh of relief as it reflected my 

values as a researcher and a community-member in the site I sought to study. 

Collaboration, reciprocity, flexibility, dignity, and creativity are some values that I learned 

from the community at the PLOT and these similar values are also promoted in the 
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framework of Community-Engaged Research (CER). My research interests have been 

driven through conversations with the community in the space alongside my own lived 

experiences.  

This space in Newton has been a focus of my inquiry in most assignments in my 

required coursework toward my degree. I have explored this space through various foci 

from smart cities to hidden homelessness to collective wellness. Outside of the 

classroom, I stayed engaged in the space as a gardener and events programmer in the 

PLOT. This continued involvement not only helped me mold what I wanted to address in 

my thesis, but it also informed how I can create a mutually beneficial and collaborative 

research process. Although my insider status provides a level of understanding and 

familiarity with the space and related issues, there have also been significant challenges 

such as defining an area of focus for my study, navigating internal dynamics within 

different communities, and drawing boundaries between my role as a researcher and a 

community member. Regardless, my values remain to facilitate a transparent, mutually 

beneficial, reciprocal type of research. Community engagement has been woven in the 

project from the development of the research question, data collection and knowledge 

translation. The community is a second author of my thesis, guiding the project and its 

focus. In line with CER principles, I have also assessed, in consultation with several 

community members, possible risks of conducting this research to avoid any harm such 

as perpetuating stereotypes and misconceptions around the space and individuals 

involved.  

COVID-19 also presented unique challenges to the community-engaged 

elements of my research. During the pandemic, the programming in these spaces came 

to a halt. It was hard to gain access to community members who don’t have access to an 

internet connection or a phone to coordinate time to meet in person for the walking 

interviews. So, I visited these sites often hoping that I would run into these individuals by 

chance to communicate my research plans. During this time, I connected with users of 

these spaces who are homeless or street-involved and who had become primary users 

of these sites, as they did not have a home to quarantine in. My research became 

dependent on these spontaneous and organic connections. These chance encounters 

with different community members revealed the importance of spaces like the Grove and 

PLOT during shocks like COVID-19.  
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The pandemic also forced me to mobilize my connections within the university to 

co-create mutual aid solutions with the community. I applied for a small grant from 

Embark Sustainability to launch ‘Care Basket’, a program which aimed to deliver fresh 

produce to the most vulnerable such as seniors and persons with disabilities who could 

not leave their homes because of the pandemic. This project also informed my thesis 

research as I connected with individuals from other local grassroots groups and non-

profits that shared their stories, challenges, and opportunities of doing community work 

in Surrey. 

3.2. Insider-Researcher positionality  

Being an insider-researcher situated me in a privileged position to conduct this 

research. Through years of participation, I understood much of the social, cultural, 

economic, and political constructs of the sites of this study and individuals involved. 

However, there were still significant gaps in my understanding, especially in relation to 

the motivations of different actors previously involved in these spaces. Furthermore, I 

also lacked a perspective on the experiences of individuals and groups that ‘informally’ 

use or engage in this public space.  

The communities in the space are also not homogenous, as there are different 

groups of people and individuals with different intentions and values, working on several 

projects simultaneously. Furthermore, there are also groups and individuals that have 

made significant contributions to these spaces but are no longer active. Although the 

present groups often collaborate and share similar goals and resources, they do have 

their own values. Therefore, my positionality as an insider is dependent on which group 

of users with whom I am interacting. 

My main involvement in Newton is with the communities at the PLOT. Friends of 

the Grove (FOG) is another group that was active at the time of the study. As an insider-

researcher, I intended to collect the stories of temporary formal and informal 

communities in these spaces, with the hope that they will help inspire and inform future 

community activism in the area. Further informed by CER, I kept an open and 

transparent line of communication with the communities by relaying possible benefits 

and risks of my research, and critically reflected on my responsibility and positionality.  
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Although there were various advantages to being an insider-researcher such as 

gaining rapid and complete acceptance by and access to participants, I also faced a 

significant set of challenges. For example, loss of objectivity, preconceived assumptions, 

prior knowledge of the place can all be considered a bias along with role duality in 

struggling to balance the insider role and researcher role (Maxwell., et al., 2016). Thus, 

insider-researchers and community-engaged researchers require reflexive 

understanding of their own positionality and how it impacts their research process and 

findings. As Brewer (2000) emphasizes, reflexivity establishes the researchers’ integrity, 

which is part of good ethnographic practice. Further, reflexivity is a cyclical process of 

self-reference and examination that should be “conducted and documented before, 

during and after research activities,” to reduce the impact of a potentially biased lens on 

data collection and meaning making (Maxwell., et al., 2016).  

3.3. Which ‘community’? 

Throughout this research, I struggled with the use of the word ‘community’ as it 

can often evoke a sense of inclusion and exclusion at the same time. For this thesis, I 

wanted to identify different interim users that are currently or have previously engaged in 

these spaces. Through conversations with my participants, I learned that ‘community’ is 

not homogeneous and does not hold the same meaning or significance for everyone. 

Different users have certain values, political and social affiliations, which may align with 

some users and contradict with others. Regardless, they might partake in similar 

activities in the same space. Moreover, certain members of a community may face 

biases and perceptions that others do not. Furthermore, some, such as the community 

of South Asian men experiencing homelessness who gather in these spaces, are 

excluded, and often perceived as a threat to the community. Their presence in the 

space, moreover, prompts a discussion on which version of community we deem as 

normal and acceptable. The word ‘community,’ when applied to encompass all users of 

a space, ignores these dynamics of power and privilege, thus further perpetuating 

inequities.  
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3.4. Research Design  

The nature of my research is exploratory: I intended to capture the ‘where, what, 

who, how and so what’ of temporary creative interventions in the Grove and PLOT from 

2014 - 2020. Therefore, my methodology is qualitative and is dependent on storytelling 

(sharing by my participants) and deep listening (my role as a researcher as an engaged 

listener). To properly address my research questions, I employed an inductive, 

ethnographic methodology that allows for dynamic modes of storytelling through go-

along interviews and active listening. All my research efforts were structured within the 

ethical framework of CER which includes community participation, harm and risk 

reduction, community benefit, action orientation, power examination and active 

redistribution, confidentiality and anonymity, transparency and trust, and collaborative 

analysis and dissemination (SFU Community Engaged Research Initiative - CERi, n.d.).  

Ethnography is often described as a study of what people say and do, 

uncovering and comprehending the meanings which those involved attach to a particular 

event and place (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007). An ethnographic approach does not 

represent an objective reality, but aims to unfold a socially constructed reality, co-

created by both the researcher, and ‘researched’ (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007). As 

Chavez (2008) states, “Qualitative researchers, outsiders or insiders, cannot be assured 

that their observations, interpretations and representations are not affected by their 

various identities or positionalities.”  

During the period January 2021 to May 2021, a total of 22 participants were 

recruited for the study. I started interviewing individuals that I had access to as a 

community member, I put out an open call to the community via email and asked 

individuals on site if they would be interested in participating. From these interviews, I 

got connected to more individuals. Further through word of mouth and snowball 

sampling, I uncovered a web of individuals that were previously involved in these 

spaces. I also recruited participants through regular site-visits to capture the experiences 

of different users, often those experiencing homelessness, who would not be part of 

networks that I was using for snowball sampling.  

Thirteen of my participants were interviewed in-person, from which 7 were also 

interviewed online via Zoom. Another 9 participants were exclusively interviewed online 



26 

via Zoom. Out of the 22 participants, 12 lived in Newton while others were from nearby 

communities. Participants had different levels of involvement and influence in the space, 

and this influenced how I treated the information they shared with me. The data from 

artist, activists and artivists provided insights into the experiences of these interim users 

in implementing their projects in the community, and different dynamics and challenges 

that they encountered in the process. The use of the word ‘community’ in this thesis 

refers to the interim users of the space whose presence is socially acceptable in public 

spaces. It excludes the experiences and communities of homeless or street-involved 

residents who also engage in these spaces.  The ‘community’ presents a snapshot of 

who is currently engaging in these spaces, their relationship to Newton, and if the artistic 

activities in these spaces have enhanced their sense of safety in the neighbourhood. 

Homeless or street-involved residents’ perspective provides a counter story of perceived 

agents of ‘unsafety’ in these spaces and their relation to these transition spaces. The 

City of Surrey staff provided not only an institutional perspective but more importantly 

their own values and role in supporting these sort of informal, bottom-up community 

initiatives.  

Table 1 Information on interview participants, along with method of data 
collection.  

Participants # of 
participants 

# of 
participants 
from Newton 

Other places of 
residence  

Average # 
of years 
active in 
Newton 

Data 
collection 
method  

Artists, activist, 
artivists  

5 3 South Surrey 6 years Zoom, in-
person 

‘Community’ 11 5 North 
Surrey/Whalley, 
Guildford, 
Cloverdale, South 
Surrey 

3 years Zoom, in-
person 

Homeless or 
street-involved 
residents  

4 4 
 

8 years In-person 

City of Surrey 
staff 

2 0 Vancouver, Langley n/a Zoom 
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The study design followed then-current COVID-19 restrictions and precautions, 

such as social distancing, and masks and sanitizers were provided to the participants 

during in-person interviews. All my participants were also offered an honorarium, on a 

sliding scale from $25 to $100 per hour. I applied for several grants and used the money 

from my fellowships to secure funding for my research participants as I believed that 

they should be fairly compensated for their participation. Several of my participants 

experience poverty and are unable meet their basic needs of housing or food. Therefore, 

the money that I offered for their participation was to provide ‘temporary’ support for the 

need that I saw. In the spirit of building reciprocal relationships with my participants, I 

connected with other local support agencies to extend their services to these areas. 

Regardless, several participants also did not accept an honorarium amount and 

preferred it to be donated back to the community, which was offered back to the 

participants experiencing poverty and homelessness.  

I gathered data through observations, semi-structured interviews, unstructured 

interviews, and document analysis.  

 

Figure 8 Map of approximate participants’ residences. Illustration by the 
author.   

My study design included the following:  
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 Semi-structured interview via Zoom 

I conducted semi-structured interviews via Zoom. Prior to the interview, I 

provided a brief introduction to the project along with the consent and ethics forms. 

These interviews began with me briefly introducing the project, checking in with my 

participants to gaze if they were comfortable or required any special accommodations. 

Since I treated each participant's story as a unique case study, I started with broad 

questions, asking them about their background, where they live, and how they got 

involved in these spaces. From there, I followed the flow of the conversation, referencing 

my question sheet to direct the flow. These interviews were recorded.  

 Unstructured in-person interview  

These interviews were largely informal, wherein I asked mostly open-ended 

questions and let the participants lead the conversations with remarks on their relation 

and use of these spaces. Go-along or walking alongside photo taking was also an 

important component of this process. I recorded these interviews, and took detailed field-

notes, photographs and drew activity maps. Some of these unstructured interviews were 

also spontaneous as I recruited and gathered insights from the public or ‘missed’ users 

of the spaces such as those experiencing homelessness or street-involved residents that 

I encountered during my site-visits.  

 Observations 

I observed different activities within the Grove and PLOT for half an hour during 

day and night. In an effort to understand if the temporary and DIY interventions had 

impacted these transition spaces—whether these spaces had been transformed into 

active sites where people paused or stopped. If users did pause or stop, I noted their 

activity and the duration of their stay. To visualize this, I created activity maps of the flow 

of people in these spaces.  

 Document analysis 

To address any gaps and to further cross-reference the data from my interviews, 

I looked at different news stories, policies, community plans, book chapters and 

agreements addressing the area from 2014-2020. Some participants also sent me 
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archived news stories, links to articles or city policies that could inform my research. See 

table below for more details. 
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Table 2  List of documents. 

Title Date of 
publication 

Source Type 

Newton residents anxious after brazen murder of 
hockey volunteer 

Dec 31, 2013 Surrey-Now Leader News 

More community policing, residents tell Surrey RCMP Jan 7, 2014 The Globe & Mail News 

LETTER: Surrey’s silent mayor is failing Newton Jan 16, 2014 Surrey-Now Leader News-
Opinion 

Placemaking’ transforms forested Newton grove into 
inspirational people place 

April 30, 2014 Vancouver Sun News 

Surrey residents reclaim the “Grove” area near the 
site of Julie Paskall’s murder 

May 3, 2014 Global News News 

PopUp Newton gallery springs to life with art shows 
starting May 13 

May 4, 2016 Surrey-Now Leader News 

Newton’s crisis is now an opportunity May 27, 2014 Surrey-Now Leader News 

The PLOT thickens at a new ‘community sharing 
garden’ in Newton 

June 2, 2016 Surrey-Now Leader News 

Taking back the ‘grove’ June 19, 2014 Surrey-Now Leader News 

Painters to bring a bit of peace to Newton’s The 
Grove 

June 25, 2015 Surrey-Now Leader News 

Books used as bricks for artist's 'Encyclopedia House' 
in Newton 

Sept 28, 2015 Surrey-Now Leader News 

We Are Newton Nov 19, 2016 Friends of the Grove Book 

Daughter of slain hockey mom calls grassroots efforts 
to revitalize Newton 'silver lining' to tragedy 

Feb 18, 2017 Vancouver Sun News 

Canadian Culinary Imaginations July 16, 2020 Shelley Boyd, 
Dorothy Barenscott 

Cookbook 

Newton Town Centre Plan July 13, 2020 City of Surrey Community 
Plan 

“PLOT” PROJECT AGREEMENT n/a n/a Agreement 
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Altogether, I collected four different types of datasets including audio recordings, 

fieldnotes, photographs and activity maps. Field notes were used to extract and filter key 

information from the data collected through audio recordings. Activity maps 

complemented this process and further through these maps and photographs I was able 

to craft a visual story of these sites.  

 Audio recordings 

The semi-structured and unstructured interviews were an hour-long and were 

recorded on my phone or computer through Zoom.  

 Field notes  

After each interview, I wrote detailed notes including drawings, and personal 

journal entries containing my reflections and key takeaways from an interview, which 

later helped with the data analysis process.  

 Photographs 

During the go-along interviews, I gave my participants disposable cameras to 

take pictures of elements of the spaces that stood out to them or that were important to 

their story. I also took photos on my phone as visual references and this additional step 

also proved to be useful during the data analysis process.  

 Activity maps 

Through direct field observations and activity maps, I decided to document the 

activity and movement patterns of different users of these two sites.  

Data for activity maps was collected in a three-month observation period on 

different days during day and night.  I conducted a total of 6 observation sessions which 

lasted from 30 minutes to an hour and recorded where individuals were engaged in 

activities such as walking, standing, sitting, gardening, or socializing.  

This exercise enabled me to expand, complement and cross-check the data that 

I had collected through other methods. Especially in relation to safety, I observed and 

traced in my diary which areas users avoided and vice versa. Through this I was able to 
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map movement of users in the Grove and PLOT. Furthermore, this method of data 

gathering allowed me to observe passive and active uses of these sites by users that I 

did not have the capacity to interview.  These maps revealed relationships between the 

physical features of these sites and the activity patterns of different users.  

3.4.1. Go-alongs 

Walking is not only a leisurely activity that I adore but it has also heavily shaped 

my research focus and practices. My own experiences of walking/not walking in Newton 

has informed not only my sense of connection to the places around my home but also it 

made clear visceral feelings of unsafety and fear. Walking reveals an honest and 

embodied reaction or bias that one might feel within a certain place. As a woman 

studying spaces that are perceived as unsafe for women, walking through these spaces, 

sometimes alone or with company, evokes a varying sense of comfort or discomfort. Of 

course, there are preconceived narratives that are passed on to me through media, my 

social circles and upbringing, that have shaped my biases and perceptions. Regardless, 

it has been an interesting practice to open my eyes to uncover which places I chose to 

walk or not walk through. As literature suggests, “Walking has long been considered a 

more intimate way to engage with landscapes that can offer privileged insights into both 

place and self” (Evans & John, 2011).  

The spaces of my research focus are public spaces that have been altered by 

different interim users to make them more visible and accessible, especially for women. 

Therefore, to understand these spaces, what they are, who shaped them and what they 

represent for different individuals, I knew I had to walk these spaces with them. Although 

this method of data gathering has proven to be challenging during a global pandemic, I 

am sure that I wouldn’t have collected the depth of insights into the different perceptions 

and meaning associated with the space, without these go-along interviews. How and 

where people choose to walk is a form of place-making. The activities in these spaces 

have focused on encouraging walking and lingering in these spaces that are perceived 

to be dangerous.  

Although it is beyond the scope of this research, it is important to note that the 

practice of ‘walking’ is exclusionary for persons with mobility challenges, as mobility is 

often assumed to be a given. My participants include individuals with different 
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dis/abilities, using mobility devices, that is the reasoning behind why I refer to these 

interviews as go-alongs rather than walking interviews to equitably acknowledge the 

diverse experiences of navigating through spaces (Kusenback, 2003).  

I invited my participants to lead our go alongs and show me places that they 

considered important in the Grove and PLOT to evoke emotions, memories and 

ideologies associated with these sites (Evans & John, 2011). I wanted to keep these 

interviews open-ended, the conversations flowed freely and often went off topic from 

personal to collective dreams. I appreciated my participants' openness and generosity in 

sharing their knowledge. My insider status further created ease for some of my 

participants as they felt comfortable in sharing how they ‘feel’ in these spaces rather 

than focusing predominantly on explaining the context of the space, which they assumed 

I would be aware of as a member of the community. This process fostered new insights 

for me as a researcher but some of my participants also shared the same sentiment, as 

they reflected on their role in these spaces. Evans and Jones (2011) argue that go-along 

interviews “produce more spontaneous data as elements of the surrounding environment 

prompt discussion of place.” 

 

Figure 9 Photo of the author (left) with a community member during a go-
along interview. 

As my participants were sharing their connections and intimate details around 

their practices, intentions, and motivations, I made sure that I was engaging and 

receiving these stories in a respectful manner and that I was fully present through 
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active/deep listening. Therefore, I did not take notes, but I did ask for permission 

beforehand to record the interview. I also suggested that my participants also take 

pictures on a disposable camera that I provided them before the interview. However, I 

noticed that pausing to take a picture often interrupted the flow of the conversations, but 

it was also an opportunity for me to pause and guide the conversation through relevant 

questions if the conversation had diverged off-topic. This process also encouraged 

spontaneous talking, and as Van der Schueren (2021) found ‘walking side-by side’ can 

be less confrontational than making continuous face-to-face eye-contact.  

These go-along interviews were time and energy consuming, as one of my go-

along interviews lasted for four hours. Regardless, I was able to engage with my 

participants, collect stories and build trust through being attentively listening to what they 

shared with me. I had preconceived assumptions that a thesis project can be a very 

alienating process, as the researcher gathers data and spends most of the time by 

themselves making sense of it. However, connecting more deeply with people and 

spaces of my study in person, re-confirmed and reignited my passion to do this 

research, but most importantly it strengthened my commitment to the Newton community 

as a resident and community organizer.  

The go-along interviews also inspired me to observe movement and rhythm of 

people through these spaces at different times of the day, which I illustrated through 

activity maps. These maps not only highlighted hotspots of activities but also revealed 

embodied biases of how different users access and engage in these spaces.  

3.5. Data Reduction and Analysis  

One of the major problems that I was faced with was that I had collected a 

significant amount of data. I used my field notes, photographs, and transcriptions 

(completed with the assistance of Otter.ai) to extract important statements and emergent 

themes from each interview. The criteria for ‘important statements’, was that they fit 

within the predetermined codes. I derived an initial set of predetermined codes (listed 

below) from my own experiences working with community which were further filtered 

through my conceptual framework.  After each interview, I jotted down emerging codes 

or themes in my fieldnotes. These codes made it easier for me to remember the key 
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takeaways from each interview.  This analysis helped me summarize and paraphrase 

the large amounts of data and develop initial interpretations. 

• Inclusion/belonging 

• Insider/outsider 

• Exclusion/displacement  

• Hurt/trust 

• Homelessness  

• Safety 

• Place-making 

• Grassroot/City-led 

• Caution/control  

• Personal/group 

• Temporary/ permanent  

• Actors/users 

• Activism 

• Art 

• Timeline/activities 

• Gardening 

Several of the initial emerging codes were combined, renamed, or reorganized. 

After I had decided that I was going to present a story of where, who, what, how and so 

what of the different activities in the Grove and PLOT, I decided to reorganize my codes 

under these categories.  

The amalgamated interview data was further reviewed for analytical theme 

identification and theme clustering. Each participant’s story was a unique case study, 

and often there were new emergent or standout codes that I categorized separately. 

This data analysis process was iterative and collaborative, I informally presented 

emerging themes to some community members, based on their availability, who 

provided advice and feedback on this process. I asked questions such as ‘do these 



36 

themes currently represent your story and the story of these sites?’ My participants 

never disagreed with how I was grouping and presenting the findings. However, they 

would provide further comments or insights on other emerging themes. 

The analysis process continued until the data presented no new insights or 

relevant details.  

Regardless, being an active user of the space, I was continually exposed to the 

possibility of gathering new data on what was emerging in these spaces as I was doing 

my analysis. I felt the pressure to also present a cohesive and complete story. I learned 

that since these spaces are still active, it would be a futile effort to capture a ‘complete’ 

story. Therefore, in order to complete this thesis on time, I had to limit the data gathering 

while I was doing the analysis. Therefore, I stopped my analysis from my gathered data 

when I felt I had reached saturation, meaning that I could extract no new information 

from the data I already had.  
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Chapter 4.  
 
The sites 

Before delving into the history and analysis of different activities and individuals 

involved, I wanted to present an image of what the Grove and PLOT looked and felt like 

at the point of the study in 2020. During numerous site-visits and 13 go-along interviews, 

I observed these spaces during day and night on weekdays and weekends. I wanted to 

understand if the activities of interim users in these spaces had impacted these transition 

spaces—in general if they had been transformed into sites where people paused or 

stopped to engage. The goal of this chapter is to invite the reader to ‘walk through’ these 

spaces as they were at the point of this research.  

4.1. The Grove 

 

Figure 10 Site map for the Grove. Illustrated by the author.  
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Before 2014, several participants described the Grove as a dark and unkempt 

place with cedar trees and floor littered with garbage, broken glass, and needles. It was 

especially dark at night due to the lack of streetlights or overhead decorative string lights 

that currently illuminate the space. It was indeed a small shaded ‘forest’ in-between 

areas of high activity.  

One participant reflects on the state of the Grove before the community 

interventions in 2014, “You see this area didn’t look like this, it was wild. You really didn’t 

want to hang around here, especially at night.” The site was used as a gathering space 

by homeless and street-involved residents, who used the space to sleep, rest and 

socialize. The optics of a space being used by this demographic made some users feel 

unsafe while walking through the space by themselves or their children. As one 

participant recalls her experience feeling uncomfortable walking through the space to do 

her shopping in the nearby shops located in the Newton Town Centre.  

I like to walk and we live five minutes from here. When my kids were 

young, I walked through here alone and with them a few times and felt 

creeped out especially if it was dark. I was paranoid that someone was 

going to jump out from behind the trees. It never happened. But it's 

just spooky especially at night.   

On a sunny day in 2020, the Grove appears to be an urban oasis offering a 

shady and peaceful place apart from the hustle and bustle of the Newton Bus Exchange 

just minutes away. The first thing you notice in the Grove are the cedar trees: rising 

about 60 feet overhead, casting dappled light on the floor. There are three clear paths 

lined with wood chips cutting through the Grove. The decal art of cedar leaves on the 

windows of Newton Recreation Centre also add interest in the space along with a 

colorful mural on the adjacent wall. The effects of climate change are also visible in the 

Grove, as due to drought several cedar trees have been cut down. To pay homage to 

the creative activity in the space, the arborist carved figures of two children out of the 

dead trees. I was not able to get the arborist’s statement for what was their intention 

behind carving these figures, but some frequent users of the space have their own 

versions. 

Katheren Szabo, a member of FOG thinks that the arborists carved these figures 

for her and her friend and a fellow member of FOG, Steve Webster. 

I think it’s Steve and I.  
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Figure 11 Carved figures on dead cedar trees in the Grove. Photo taken by a 
participant during a go-along interview.  

Besides these carvings, the Grove in itself does not present any clear indications 

of artistic activity in the space. Looking closely, you can find hints, a chessboard carved 

into a stump and painted with nail polish, short bamboo trees planted by Don Li-Leger 

near the location of Encyclopedia House, and painted rocks with inspirational words 

placed delicately on a stump. FOG was a key organizer leading the different creative 

activities in the Grove. The group was composed of a small team of 3 residents who met 

in the space every Saturday to collectively brainstorm and implement solutions to 

promote dialogue and connection in their neighborhood.  

 

Figure 12 Chess set carved on a stump by FOG group. Photo taken by a 
participant during a go-along interview.  
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Figure 13 Activity maps in the Grove during the day and night. Illustration by 
the author. 

As indicated in the activity map above, most of the foot traffic into the Grove 

flows out of the Newton Bus Exchange and into the shops in Newton Town Centre. 

During the day, I observed mostly men lingering in the space either waiting to meet 

someone there or stopping to talk on a call. Since there is currently no seating in the 

space, the space is not directly inviting passerby to stop and rest. In 2015, there were 

blue chairs and picnic tables provided by the City as per FOG’s request, to encourage 

users to stay in the space longer. According to a member of FOG, the chairs were 

removed by the City shortly as they were vandalized and were encouraging gatherings 

of ‘unwanted’ users, mostly those experiencing homelessness, whose presence 

increased feelings of unsafety for some.  
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Figure 14  Benches and planters that were initially in the Grove are now 
situated in front of Newton Arena & Community Centre. Photo by a 
participant during a go-along interview.   

In the dark, the ambiance of the space drastically changes with the bright string 

lights canopy woven through the cedar trees, illuminating the space and the three 

different paths. The place feels festive and bright. During my observations, the foot traffic 

is limited, and a few street-involved residents stopped for a few minutes but did not stay 

for long. You can see the blue light on the ‘Emergency button’ which the City installed 

after the incident in 2013, glowing just outside of the Grove.  

 

Figure 15  The Grove during the night illuminated by the catenary lights above 
and a blue emergency light on the left. Photo by the author. 
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From these observations, it appears that the Grove is still a corridor, with rare 

‘short-stays’. There is a certain trace of anonymity amongst people who pass through 

the space. There is not really a need for an individual to linger in the space unless they 

are homeless or street-involved and need a space to rest and reconvene (Luz, 2006). 

Unless one is already aware of the history of activism and artistic interventions in the 

space, it is rather difficult to see or locate traces of these activities for a person walking 

through. The space encourages few actions from the users: they can walk, stand or lean 

against the cedar trees, but there are no spaces facilitating any other action such as 

sitting (unless one chooses to sit on the ground). In this space, the most common activity 

is walking. Individuals follow the carved pathways. However, there were different 

variations of walking during day and night. In daylight, people walk slowly and with more 

ease. In the dark, they walk faster and with more of a focus to leave the space quickly. I 

observed this particularly amongst young women who were working in the nearby shops 

as I could tell from the uniforms they were wearing, sometimes their walk turned into the 

speed of jogging as they crossed through the Grove to the nearby bus station. It was 

rare to see more than one individual go through the Grove at night; usually there was 

only one person moving through the space.  

Although the creative efforts of different interim users may not be visible to 

passersby today, regardless, the space was once significantly altered through their 

actions. Such action further prompted the City to enhance safety through the addition of 

overhead string lights, cleared pathways and improved sightlines. These changes are 

noted by several long-term residents, who witnessed the space become safer because 

of the different artistic activities in the Grove. Despite this, many agree that more could 

be done to further increase the sense of safety. One suggested that the City should use 

the Grove as an outdoor classroom, others indicated that the space could benefit from 

consistent programming and events.  
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4.2. The PLOT 

 

Figure 16 Map of the PLOT. Illustration by the author.   

The PLOT is located on a 2-acres lot behind the Newton Arena. Previously, this 

space used to contain detached houses, which were removed a long time ago to make 

way for possible development, following the promise of rapid transit in the form of Light 

Rail Transit (LRT) in the area. Even now when you dig into the soil, you can find 

remnants such as gravel and concrete from old driveways. A long-term Newton resident 

and member of the PLOT community remarks that the City has been acquiring land 

throughout Newton, but leaving it empty and ‘doing nothing with it’ for decades.  

The City has been buying land and houses around here for decades, 

there are plans to do something. When there were plans for the LRT, 

Newton station was going to be where the PLOT is. LRT is no more so I 

guess we are waiting for what is to come next.  
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Figure 17 Steve Webster (a community member) digging up the remnants of a 
driveway under the soil. Photo by the author.  

However, before Don and Cora Li-Leger conceived of the PLOT, the space as 

many residents described was a sort of a ‘junk yard’. Similar to the Grove, it was not a 

place that most people chose to walk through or even pass by as a community member 

states below.  

Yeah, it’s just a hidden spot located at the back of everything. Usually 

when you see gardens in other places, they're at the center of 

somewhere. PLOT is off to the side, hidden and when you find it, people 

like to come back again.  

  

Figure 18 (Left) The PLOT sign designed by Don Li-Leger.  (Right) Dandelions 
growing in the garden in Spring 2020. Photos by participants during 
go-along interviews.   
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During the day, the PLOT stands out as a bright, green space located within a 

dense concrete landscape. There are no fences and further, the organic layout of the 

space makes it an inviting space for a passerby to stop and explore. There are a total of 

three entries into the space and each entry showcases a different element. The eastern 

entry leads into the medicine wheel that was created by a Cree Elder, the northern entry 

contains the PLOT sign directing people into the gardening area and the western entry 

guides the passerby into the heart labyrinth (a heart-shaped labyrinth designed by a 

local resident) and the wishing tree (a tree near the heart labyrinth to which community 

members tied strips of fabric with their wishes and prayers). The PLOT is bounded by 71 

Ave in the north, 136b Street on the west, 137a Street on the east side and a row of 

houses on the south side.  

  

Figure 19 (Left) A community member getting a plot ready for planting. 
(Right) A box of vegetables and herbs ready to be planted. Photos 
by participants during go-along interviews.   

  

Figure 20 (Left) An old concrete pipe transformed into a ‘social distancing 
ruler’ by a youth. Photo by a participant during a go-along interview. 
(Right) Heart Labyrinth. Photo by a participant during a go-along 
interview.   
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During one of my observations, I spotted a family having a picnic near the heart 

labyrinth. The kids were running around playing whilst the adults were sitting on chairs 

that they had brought with them. In the garden, there were three individuals working on 

different beds and they were occasionally talking and engaging with each other. A few 

on their own or accompanied by their friends and pets walked through the garden, 

examining the different garden beds and occasionally stopping to harvest. There is also 

foot traffic around the PLOT, people walking on the road either towards the Newton 

Recreation Centre or the Newton Public Library. Along the western side of the PLOT, 

there is a water fountain that the City recently installed; before that the neighbors renting 

one of the City owned detached houses on the South side of the garden provided the 

water supply to the PLOT users. Because of the COVID-19 pandemic and social 

distancing measures, the PLOT members felt uncomfortable asking for a water 

connection from the neighbors, so they brought water from home or even used the 

disposed ice from the nearby ice arena to water the plants. 

 

Figure 21 Activity maps in the PLOT during the day and night. Illustrations by 
the author.  

In the dark, the PLOT gets lost in the shadows. I spotted no activity in the garden 

or around it. The streetlights illuminate only a small area near the northern entry with the 

sign while the rest of the garden remains in the pitch dark.  
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Figure 22 PLOT during the night. Photos by the author.  

Unlike the Grove, the PLOT does have sitting spaces such as the living bench 

made of grass. The City asked the artists to remove the wooden benches that had 

previously been installed as they were attracting “unwanted” visitors into the space. It is 

common to see street-involved residents sitting or gathering around the perimeter of the 

PLOT in a nearby parking lot or beside garbage bins. They remain in the periphery to 

avoid any conflict with other users in the space. They have also been asked directly to 

leave the space by gardeners as some women felt uncomfortable with their presence in 

the space. Regardless, I have observed when there is no one working in the garden, the 

homeless and street-involved residents do like to use the PLOT to rest, meet their 

friends or to seek shade on a hot summer day.   

 

Figure 23 Rainbow benches from the PLOT now in storage at Dunsmuir 
Garden in South Surrey. Photo by the author.  
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Figure 24 Grass chair made by a youth. Photo by a participant during a go-
along interview.   

Unlike the Grove, the creative interventions of interim users at the PLOT are still 

visible and in use. The PLOT has become an open space for different community 

activities, including for nearby residents to experiment on and to use the space for their 

purpose. The consistent presence of the medicine wheel, sharing garden and heart 

labyrinth has made this space into a well-known community asset, even with a 

precarious tenure (although many of its users are unaware of the precarious nature of 

their use rights). Although many users of the space may not be aware of the history of 

the space, the PLOT contains images and symbols that make up a unique identity of the 

space. As I was observing, every individual seems to have their unique connection and 

way of relating to this project. Some paused a little longer in the medicine wheel, others 

walked around the edges of the garden beds kneeling to see what was being grown 

while others sat under the shade of a pear tree near the Heart Labyrinth. For some the 

PLOT may just be a short-cut to get to somewhere else but for others it is the 

destination, a space for connection, gardening, art, rest, meditation, and ceremony.  



49 

 

Figure 25 The Medicine Wheel. Photo by a participant during a go-along 
interview.   
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Chapter 5.  
 
Timeline of key groups and temporary projects 
(2014-2020) 

 

Figure 26 Timeline of groups and temporary projects (2014-2020) 
 

The temporality of different initiatives in the Grove and PLOT has enabled 

diverse users to engage and act in these spaces. Although, over time, certain users or 

groups lose momentum and eventually dissipate or leave these spaces, regardless there 

is still continuity and cross-pollination within these spaces. As the previous project 

inspires the next, the lessons learned are passed over to the next crop of local leaders, 

activists, and artists. This is primarily due to the presence and willingness of certain 

individuals to stay engaged in these spaces, to be able to pass on what they know. For 

instance, Cora Li-Leger has remained engaged with the project and has taken on the 

role as informal ‘archivist’ of what different activities transpired between different groups 

in the space. Regardless, there are also individuals who experienced intense burnout 

and do not want to associate with the space anymore. This was reflected in my 

recruitment process as well, as when I tried to reach out to certain participants for an 
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interview, they felt uncomfortable to revisit their memories and experiences associated 

with these spaces.  

Below are some select activities and groups that left their mark in the Grove and 

PLOT from 2014 to 2020. These initiatives differ in their purpose, approach, duration, 

support from the City of Surrey (some projects were led by the City) and impact. 

Regardless, they all come together to form a narrative of direct action to inspire positive 

change in these transition spaces. Each will be discussed in turn.  



52 

Table 3 List of different initiatives at the Grove and PLOT from 2014-2020. 

Name Type Location Year of 
establishment  

# of 
members 

# of events 
and 
programming 

Status 

Friends of the 
Grove (FOG) 

Grassroots 
group 

Grove 2014 3 ~40 Inactive 
(2021) 

PopUp 
Newton Art 
Walk  

 

Partnership 
between 
artists and 
City of 
Surrey 

Newton 
(137 
street and 
72a 
avenue) 

2015 <30 ~10 Inactive 
(2016) 

People’s 
Food Security 
Bureau   

 

Artist 
collective 

Newton, 
South 
Surrey 

2015 2 1 Inactive 
(2016) 

The Grove: A 
Spatial 
Narrative  

Art 
exhibition  

Grove 2015 3 n/a Inactive 
(2015) 

Encyclopedia 
House  

 

Art exhibition Grove 2015 3 n/a Inactive 
(2015) 

The PLOT  Art project / 
sharing 
garden 

PLOT 2016 n/a * ~100 Active 

*There is an informal group of five users that sign the agreement for the space and coordinate 
with the City regarding water supply or communicate other emerging needs.   

5.1. Friends of the Grove (FOG) 

One of the unique features of the Grove is in its name. It is a dense concentration 

of cedar trees behind areas of high activity. As mentioned earlier, the community came 

into this place after a tragic murder of a local resident near this space. According to 

nearby residents, the Grove before the artistic activations was a hidden, dark, and scary 

place and was a site frequented by homeless or street-involved residents which for 

many further intensified the feeling of unsafety.    
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I don’t think people spend much time in this area, you can’t really do 

much here. Unless you are homeless, this was a great space to camp 

for them just a few years ago. 

No, I never walked through it, it was too dark, especially at night and 

during winter. If I needed to go to the library from the bus, I just walked 

along 72 Avenue and then 138 Street. It does take longer but I feel 

safer walking in an area that is busy with lots of lights. Although, there 

are not many lights on 138. 

Yeah, I avoided this space.  

I didn’t know it was here. I drive by the buses and you can see some 

trees from the road but yeah I didn’t know it was a tiny little connecting 

park behind there.  

However, the 2013 incident sparked a wave of community-led activations 

organized by residents, activists, and artists. FOG was a leading group that engaged the 

community through arts and events to shift perceptions around the space and to build a 

sense of safety in the community. Their approach to achieving this was iterative and 

playful. The ‘scary’ cedar trees were turned into galleries, community walls and goofy 

characters with googly eyes. 

  

Figure 27 (Left) Googly eyes on trees. Photo by FOG. Figure 28 (Right) An art 
display in the Grove. Photo by FOG. 

One of the founders of the group reflects on their intention for the space and why 

they became interested in activating this particular site.  

I became interested in community activism just over ten years ago in 

2010. Most of my work was informed and inspired by the Transition 

Town approach (https://transitionnetwork.org/) but I drew from 

numerous other engagement, anti-oppression, multiculturalism, 

interfaith and environmental resources and mentors as well. Tried to be 

as intersectional as possible. “Friends of the Grove” was a small but 

important piece of the work. 

https://transitionnetwork.org/
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Another member of the FOG shares that she was harassed and threatened by a 

group of men on her way from the bus when she first moved to Newton. This incident 

made her concerned about her unsafety and other women’s sense of safety in the area. 

I got really frightened listening to local news. There was so much crime 

here especially toward women.  

She was not active in the community due to her disability and this in turn made 

her feel even more vulnerable and paranoid about her safety in her neighborhood. 

I wasn’t out and about in my community very much at all for the whole 

10 years. I was really housebound and paranoid. When I got the scooter, 

I was really inspired to do something and decided to do a 60 day vigil 

right across where the violence had taken place. Why is my community 

so unsafe? This was my big question when I left home and I was going 

to come sit here for the next 60 days, paint rocks and write poetry. And, 

you know, people would come see what I was doing. Yeah, I started 

having conversations with my community about what was going on. And 

I've heard a lot about drug addiction and homelessness, and, you know, 

violence and other people's fear. I've always been solution based. I met 

people who are already doing stuff here. They were already doing small 

things here. And they met me and, you know, I told them my story. And 

they said, “you want to join us in what we're doing.” We have done so 

many events and so many things have rippled out and blossomed. 

According to the group's website, the inspiration for the activities in the space 

were also inspired by Jason Robert’s impromptu visit to the Grove in 2014. Jason 

Roberts is one of the founders of a Texas based public outreach firm called Team Better 

Block, that “re-engineers auto-dominated, blighted and underused urban areas into 

vibrant centers.”  

Jason introduced them to the concept of “placemaking,” a grassroots, 

community-led process that brings life and vibrancy to an area. Shortly after Jason’s 

visit, the FOG group formed. Jason Roberts suggested that the Grove has a feeling of 

an “outdoor room” and suggested numerous activities to invite people to stay and 

engage in the space rather than using it to just pass through. He further highlighted the 

possibility of the space to act as a plaza, offering a rest stop to people passing through 

the space. The group took note of this and worked with the City but often independently 

to bring this vision to life as much as possible. According to a group member: 

We wanted to do more thing, plan more bizarre and crazy things. We 

did try few things without telling the city. Working with the city is 
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another thing, you have to be on good terms, follow their rules or else 

you are kicked out.  

  

Figure 29 (Left) Welcome to the Grove’ banner and curtains installed by the 
FOG for an event. Photo by FOG. (Right) ‘Look inside for happiness’ 
signage installed by the FOG under wayfinding signs. Photo by 
FOG.   

The group organized numerous activities in the space and created a new image 

of the space, one that is not scary or something to be avoided but rather a place of 

positivity and community. On their website, the group’s tagline reads “Having fun, 

strengthening our neighborhood, and hoping you’ll join us!” In October 2014, the groups 

received a “Beautiful City Award” by the City of Surrey for their efforts in the Grove.   

A Community Enhancement Planner for the City of Surrey who works closely 

with the grassroots community groups in Newton and describes his experience working 

with the community as a “snowball effect” with different efforts taking place in the space 

over the year. “I’m sure that things were going on, before the FOG started, there are 

always some undercurrents of activists and activity in the area,” he reflects. Further, 

from the City’s perspective, he says that the “stuff that went on the Grove, just confused 

everybody.” He elaborated on the sense of confusion he witnessed amongst staff 

colleagues: 

Who are these people? Why are they putting googly eyes on trees? And 

it was just amazing to see something bubble out of a community space 

like that, and to see how it changed perceptions about that space, and 

then how it changed the perception of how city staff kind of grew to 

understand and support a lot of their different initiatives. So they're, 

you know, like, just from like, the relationship with the local rec center 

had with the Friends of the Grove and providing, you know, meeting 

room space and support for their events and activities. And it changed 

the whole narrative around the Grove, it used to be like a dangerous 

place, you know, kind of scary and, and just the Friends of the grove 
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completely changed the narrative about that space. So it grew from 

there. 

 

Figure 30 “Park suggestions’ installed by FOG mimicking a park regulations 
sign at one of the entries into the Grove. Photo by FOG. 

The group represented the community's interests and need for attention to this 

area that had been forgotten. They did this independently investing their time, energy 

and emotions to create a neighborhood that they envisioned would be safer, inclusive 

and playful! Although currently inactive, there has been continued presence (of varying 

degrees) of artistic activity in this space since 2014 and it has sparked other groups and 

citizens to utilize the space as site of reflection, expression, activism and connection. 

According to a local resident, his confusion of the activities of the FOG group was similar 

to the City staff. Regardless, for him, the groups most important contribution was their 

consistent presence in the space every week. 

They used to be here every Saturday and they got to work doing 

whatever they were doing. I didn’t understand it at first. It was not what 

they were doing, it was that they were here, doing something, just being 

here. That was it.  
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Figure 31 (Left) An interactive poster promoting an upcoming event in the 
Grove. Photo by FOG. (Right) A community event held in Summer 
2015. Photo by FOG.  

The City also supported the efforts of FOG to improve safety in the area by 

clearing sightlines, cutting off low branches to improve visibility, and adding string lights 

that run through the whole area, brightening up the space. Further, in collaboration with 

FOG, the City added benches, chairs and even container gardens in the space, which 

were eventually removed due to vandalism, theft and the increased presence of 

homeless and street-involved residents in the space. One of the artists involved in FOG 

turned these broken chairs into an art-piece that was hung in the space as a tribute to 

the blue chairs.  

  

Figure 32 (Left) Blue chairs in the Grove provided by the City of Surrey. Photo 
by FOG. (Right) Art piece constructed out of broken blue chairs by 
Steve Webster. Photo by Steve Webster.  

 

“Finally [,] I used to be so creepe[d] out as a teenager walking through there I 

would always avoid it,” writes Demi under a ‘Friends of the Grove’ post  on Facebook 

promoting a community gathering in 2016. FOG is no longer active and according to one 
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of its members the group needed more support from the City, and nearby businesses to 

sustain their vision especially during COVID-19.  

It became hard to support myself as a just a volunteer especially during 

COVID. I didn’t think I could be an anchor and steward of this space 

anymore. I couldn’t afford it. The City is so particular about what they 

like and don’t like. I mean before COVID, I was able to apply for grants, 

hold events and take whatever leftovers home, but this pandemic really 

messed it up for me. I wished the City cared for us, and you know we 

are doing all this great stuff in the community and everyone benefits 

especially the businesses. I wished they recognized us. 

5.2. PopUp Art Walk 

In 2015, the City of Surrey invited artists to enliven Newton by establishing a 

contemporary art presence in the area. PopUp Art Walk was a City-supported project 

aiming to provide opportunities to “emerging artists to present their work, engage local 

residents and businesses in community cultural activities and build capacity in local 

artists and arts organizations.” This project was hosted and organized by AgentC 

Projects located at 137th Street and 72nd Avenue. Their mission is to present “amazing 

contemporary works in new and interesting locations.” The project ran for several 

months showcasing work of seven different artist collectives including Fraser Valley 

Potters Guild, Dusty Babes Collective, Z-inc Artist Collective, the People’s Food Security 

Bureau, Kwantlen Art Collective, SOFIA/c (South of Fraser Inter Arts Collective) and 

AgentC Projects.  

Surrey Art Gallery promoted the launch of this initiative with the following 

message on their Facebook. The opening of these events was an Art Walk where 

different artist collectives filled the vacant storefronts with their art.  

See what happens when local artists and the City of Surrey come together 
to transform a neighborhood. 137th St in Newton is no longer home to 
empty storefronts but pop-up art displays and a pop up gallery. Celebrate 
the launch of this initiative with an ART WALK on Sat, Sept 12 from 6-9 
PM. 

Z-inc Artist Collective composed of nine artists based in South Surrey including 

Don and Cora Li-Leger created ‘cabinets of curiosities’ in empty storefronts in Newton. 

Working under ‘People’s Food Security Bureau’, which would eventually inspire the idea 
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of the PLOT, the artists’ showcase included three displays of bean shells, jars of 

preserved vegetables and honey.  

 

Figure 33 Display by the People’s Food Security Bureay titled ‘Food Security’, 
mixed media, dried bean pods, canned tomatoes, honey. Photo by 
Cora Li-Leger.  

However, during the process of working on this exhibition and especially during 

the opening night, the artists noticed the lack of artists from Newton involved in this 

project. Cora Li-Leger recalls, “it seemed that a lot of the people who attended were from 

South Surrey and not necessarily people from the surrounding area. It was mostly our 

friends and network; it was odd to me that such a heavily promoted event failed to spark 

any interest in the community.” 
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Figure 34 Opening night. Photo credit: Cora Li-Leger.  

This absence prompted Don and Cora to help facilitate the creation of venues for 

Newton artists and residents, a few of whom had approached them during the opening 

to ask about showing their work. 

Cora further questioned the City’s intentions in creating temporary creative 

initiatives like the PopUp Art Walk, and not considering continuing support for art and 

artists living in the neighbourhood. According to her, these art activities felt performative 

rather than truly supportive or sustaining, “the City putting on a show that they are doing 

something in Newton.” She also noted that the City did not provide much support to the 

artists who were involved in this project; instead, it was the collective knowledge of how 

to navigate the bureaucracy of the City that enabled the artists to develop this 

exhibition.  

It seems to me that the City did not provide any capacity for this, as we 

being professional artists with perhaps suitable experience had the 

means and the power to know how to pull off the logistics of this 

endeavor. I think it would have been very good for Newton if the City 

could have come up with a way to increase the longevity of this 

exhibition through community engagement.  However, the priority 

seemed much more economic, as once there were fewer empty 

storefronts with ‘for lease’ signs, there seemed to be far less interest in 

supporting any continuance of art in the community.  
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5.3. People’s Food Security Bureau   

Don and Cora Li-Leger formed the People’s Food Security Bureau in 2015 to 

encompass their various socially engaged art (SEA) projects in Newton including the 

Encyclopedia House and PLOT, guided by the following mission statement.  

With art at the center of all aspects, The People’s Food Security Bureau 
advocates artisanal agriculture, home cooking, and living in the oneness of 
all things. 

 

Figure 35  The People’s Food Security Bureau logo designed by Don Li-Leger. 
Illustrated by the author.  

5.4. The Grove: A Spatial Narrative 

This multi-channel soundscape art project was supported by the Surrey Art 

Gallery featuring local artists in 2015. The project explored the ways in which the Grove 

is used by the community and reflects on the unsettling history of the murder that took 

place nearby. One of the artists involved was a local poet and writer who lives in Newton 

and walked past the Grove every day on his way to work. Part of the audio in the 

soundscape includes a segment with one of the artists walking through the Grove. The 

other two artists explored that space through an eyes-closed walking tour through the 

Grove as a grounding exercise to pay close attention to the surrounding environment 

through sound.  

5.5. Encyclopedia House 

Encyclopedia House was an art project conceived by Don Li-Leger. Cora, shares 

that Don “always had a dream of building this house out of discarded encyclopedias.” He 

brought the proposal to a member of the FOG and they encouraged Don to build it in the 
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Grove. The intention of the Encyclopedia House was to serve as an artist residence and 

“a place for discussion”. 

In the proposal to the City of Surrey, Don writes: 

The motivation for Encyclopedia House is multifold. It is a vehicle to 
promote public interest and support for locally-initiated contemporary art 
projects that aim to address a range of local issues – by promoting 
curiosity, increasing interest, encouraging thought, and enlivening public 
discourse.  As a public art piece on an unusual site, it is hoped that 
Encyclopedia House will address topics such as housing and fundamental 
needs, neighborhood development, changing sources of knowledge, and 
recycling. 

Regardless, getting approval for the project from the City was not easy. As Cora 

reflects, “boy, did that ever hit a nerve!? Because suddenly he had to answer to the 

engineering department. We had to talk to the fire and safety people. He had to get 

building permits, and the whole thing was so overbaked, it was insane.”  

   

Figure 36 (Left) Encyclopedia House. Photo by Don Li-Leger. (Right) 
Community gathering in front of the Encyclopedia House. Photo by 
Cora Li-Leger.  

Although the City was reluctant to approve the Encyclopedia House, it allowed 

the artist to construct it with conditions and for a limited period. Cora recalls: 

Don's every intent was to have it open, so that he was actually hoping 

that people could go and use it as a little shelter. To sleep in it or, you 

know, get out of the rain or something. And the city said, ‘no way, you 

have to have a lock door and a cordon around the house.’ So whenever 

we go and look at the house and talk about the house, we think, Oh, 

this house really needs to be, you know, enlivened, it needs something 

to, and we thought, Oh, it needs chickens, it needs a garden, it needs 

beehives, and left to its own devices. If they had let the project be there 
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a little longer, some of those things would have happened, but then we 

started talking about a garden. 

According to Cora, the project was very well received by the community, even 

though the City was quite initially reluctant to have it. From this project, the artists started 

planning other artistic interventions in Newton that will have a more lasting impact.  

5.6. The PLOT  

The PLOT was previously a vacant lot that the artists scoped out to be a possible 

site for a community garden in 2016. According to Cora Li-Leger, the PLOT was an 

‘easier sell’ to the City as the artists had earned their trust and gained knowledge about 

navigating different departments.  

There was this large vacant lot, and so the discussion moved towards 

converting that space into something that would be meaningful and 

artistic yet produce a social environment and food for that 

neighborhood. Through the Encyclopedia House we had earned the trust 

of the City, so the PLOT was a much “easier sell” to the powers that be. 

They presented a proposal to the City of Surrey for a temporary land art project 

that would be initiated in February/March 2016 and last till October/November 2016 - 

encompassing one growing season.  

In the proposal to the City, the artists stated that this project would be a “unique, 

intensively-planted, aesthetic garden, including both flowers and vegetables. The 

plantings themselves will form a strong overall visual, which will fully reveal itself in aerial 

views.” Further, as an interactive ‘land art project’ “the PLOT will be a collectively-

tended, interactive, and functional land art piece for the community – not an aggregate of 

individually-owned plots as in a community allotment garden, but a single large garden 

to provide opportunities for participation, inspiration, education, and food for the 

surrounding community.” 

After several iterations of the proposal, the City agreed to allow the artists to use 

the land on a lease for one growing season. They specified that the artists cannot use 

the term ‘community garden’, as it posed a risk of the community regarding this project 

as permanent, so they agreed to use the term ‘land-art’ to define their work. The artists 

signed an agreement with the City, that detailed their role and responsibilities as interim 

users of the space.  
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Although the City agreed to artists planting a garden, they did not provide all the 

necessary elements that are required such as a water supply or a space for the 

community to store their tools. The artists relied on the generosity of the residents 

nearby, for using their water supply and borrowing their shed to store tools. The artists 

were also able to source picnic tables, a barbecue, sink and a portable washroom to 

include in the space, which were eventually removed from the site as per City’s request 

as it was attracting homeless residents to camp in the space.  

 

Figure 37 PLOT Sunday work party. Photo by Cora Li-Leger.  

With a limited budget of $5,000 accessed through grants from Vancity and other 

local non-profit agencies, the artists along with the help of the community created a 

garden that they wanted to be a welcoming place for everyone.  

We wanted the homeless people, the drug addict, the neighbors and the 

people who drive by in their Lexuses and BMWs. We wanted something 

for everyone and a place where people could connect. 

The artists initially envisioned the garden to look like a palm leaf from an aerial 

perspective however they were introduced to a local Cree elder who asked if she could 

build a medicine wheel to which the artists agreed. The medicine wheel became the 

main feature on the east side of the site and became a point from which the garden beds 

radiated out.  
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Figure 38 Aerial view of the PLOT. Photo by Don Li-Leger.  

The PLOT eventually became a site for gardening, community gathering, 

ceremony, celebration, and a container for artistic expression. For instance, a local 

resident building a stone ‘heart labyrinth’ on the west side of the PLOT to reflect her own 

journey with healing from trauma. An artist initiative titled Project Wow, hosted low-

barrier, spontaneous and playful events. SFU Interactive Arts and Technology students 

also produced a documentary on the space. In 2017, the Li-legers handed the space 

over to the community. The artistic interactions in the space continue to snowball.   

Currently, a small informal group of individuals known as the ‘PLOT group’ 

manage the day-to-day logistics of the PLOT, in particular signing the lease agreement 

with the City, and coordinating programming of the space. They also plant in the empty 

beds that are not being used. Overall, they steward the space and look after it, so it 

remains inviting, beautiful, and accessible to the community.  
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Figure 39 Garden in bloom in 2016. Photo by Teresa Klein.   

Although the PLOT is a temporary project, it is not perceived as such by the 

community around it. Some of the participants shared strong sentiments of the 

importance of this place for them as it offers them a green open space for refuge from 

the hustle and bustle around it. It is a place where they pick rhubarb to add to their 

morning cereal, to walk their dogs away from the busy roads, to meditate or simply to 

connect with a stranger or run into an old friend.  

For many, the PLOT is assumed as a permanent community fixture. One elderly 

resident shares her experience as a user of the space.  

I live a few blocks away in senior’s housing. I walk here every day rain 

or shine, it’s just nice to see people caring and seeing interesting things 

growing here. It was especially hard during the pandemic but I was glad 

that I have this space to escape. You run into interesting people here, 

and they are always open to talking with you. I hope this garden stays 

here forever. It is such a gift to this community. I know people in my 

complex appreciate it.  

A single mother who lives nearby with her two small children, regards the PLOT 

as not only a place for her to garden and relax but a place where she had found 

belonging. 

I am new to Canada and I don’t know many people here. Moving to 

Newton was fine at first but then everyone tells you how bad it is. I 

started feeling uneasy too but you know it can get to you. I have small 

kids and being a single mom I worry easy, I guess. I met so many kind 
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people here. I hope this stays here forever. I love coming here after 

work and gardening with my kids. They don’t help but they live playing 

here. I feel so relaxed here. My kids love coming here too.  

However, according to members of the PLOT group, “the space is a proof of 

concept that these sorts of projects can happen in Newton. We have no stake in the long 

term. We are basically year by year. All we can do is try to convince the City of Surrey 

that it would be nice to build the city this way.” There are no clear timelines from the City 

detailing when this space will be repurposed for other use. Regardless of the precarious 

tenure, the PLOT continues to exist and thrive as a much loved community space.  

The garden has grown organically, we don’t necessarily have to force 

the garden on people. It is a piece of nature and serenity in the middle 

of urban craziness and people gravitate towards it. 

5.7. Common elements in community initiatives in PLOT 
and the Grove 

Following are some common elements that the above-mentioned groups and 

projects used and continue to use to encourage the community to temporarily re-

appropriate these spaces according to their own interests and needs. These community-

generated, low budget, and temporary elements allow citizens to take planning into their 

own hands and experiment with different ideas before a firm plan for the space is 

implemented by the City (Lak & Kheibari, 2020). 

5.7.1. Collaborative art-making 

Most initiatives within the Grove and PLOT have some artistic elements and 

intentions, given that individuals behind them are either artists or artistically inclined. 

Collaborative art-making expands the possibility of dialogues and interpretations, 

allowing people to transcend language and cultural barriers to share their concerns and 

solutions with each other.  

In the Grove, activities organized by the FOG were predominantly centered 

around encouraging pauses in the space so people can experience and build a positive 

relation to the space. According to a FOG member, the act of making and displaying 

community-art in the public space not only builds a sense of belonging and connection, 

but also a sense of collective community ownership of the space.  
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Figure 40 Paintings from an art workshop held at the Grove. Photo by FOG.  

At the PLOT, there have been several art-making workshops from creating new 

signage for the space, making sun prints from flowers grown in the PLOT, folding 

origami cranes to hang in the vegetable stand, or painting birdhouses. Art has been a 

central element for community to express and engage with their surroundings in a playful 

and inclusive manner. Even during COVID 19, because of the restrictions on gathering, 

a PLOT member created lantern-making kits for the community to take home.  

  

Figure 41 (Left) Lantern-making kit. Photo by the author. (Right) Origami 
workshop at the PLOT. Photo by Teresa Klein.  
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Figure 42 (Left) Sun-prints from an art workshop hanging out to dry at the 
PLOT. Photo by Teresa Klein. (Right) Sign for the Medicine Wheel 
painted by a community member. Photo by Teresa Klein.  

5.7.2. Gardening  

According to one participant, the PLOT is a site for ‘garden therapy’ for many. A 

community member shared that there is no guarantee that you will get to harvest what 

you grew, since the PLOT is a sharing garden open to be harvested and used by 

anyone. People often bond over simply the act of growing food together and share 

frustrations around certain plants getting harvested before they ripen, as expressed by a 

community member below.  

For some, something raw or unripe is still food and they may need it 
urgently. But I wished people waited so they could harvest when it is at its 
peak. It would be much more tastier!  

Cora recalls that initially people were reluctant to harvest vegetables, but there 

were also those who felt they had, “emotionally invested their physical labour and time,” 

and somebody had harvested more than what they needed. The artist states that it took 

a while for people to wrap their mind around this kind of sharing. She further reflects that 

these values compliment the indigenous values of sharing and being in community 

represented by the medicine wheel.  

We’ve been informed so much by the medicine wheel, and we’ve had 
various Indigenous people come and share in our circle when we’ve had 
solstice and equinox celebrations. They’ve not only participated but they’ve 
also facilitated; they’ve even led and taught at the medicine wheel. It 
seemed that this population most easily got what we were doing. And when 
we reflected upon it, it seemed like wow, of course, the potlatch, which was 
actually banned by the dominant culture. So we are still dealing with the 
resistance of the dominant culture around sharing. But as soon as people 
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at the PLOT became comfortable with that, it was like a feeding frenzy. Not 
only was plot’s produce freely given and taken, but neighbours began 
spontaneously bringing excess from their home gardens to give away too. 

The Grove also had garden containers that were filled with herbs and tomatoes 

for the community. In growing of food, there is often a sharing of cultural stories and 

recipes for what is growing in the garden. Many of my participants expressed that since 

the act of growing food is so universal and accessible, the space appeals especially to 

new immigrants and seniors. In different beds, you can also see different ways of 

growing food. For example, a Chinese senior growing garlic chives in perfect rows, or a 

Filipino man creating a raised canopy on his bed for his squashes to climb on. People 

also experiment in growing different foods from their home countries such as methi or 

fenugreek leaves often used in Punjabi dishes. For some, even certain weeds that grow 

on their own in the garden are delicious and nostalgia provoking. A Punjabi woman was 

ecstatic to see ‘bathu’ growing - a leafy green that she is unable to find in grocery 

stores.  

 

Figure 43 Rows of Chinese chives. Photo by a participant during a go-along 
interview.   
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Figure 44 Harvesting methi (fenugreek leaves). Photo by Don Li-Leger.  

 

Figure 45 A community member harvesting beans for pickling. Photo by Don 
Li-Leger.  
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5.7.3. Spaces for activism, ceremony and play 

The Grove and PLOT are public spaces that are open to the community to use. 

In alignment with the activist activities at the Grove, the site has been used by other 

community activist groups such as ‘Youth For A Change’, a group of young lesbians, 

gay, bisexual, trans and queer youth based in Surrey. The group used the Grove for 

their activism to bring visibility to and support for the queer people in Surrey.  

  

Figure 46 An art installation in the Grove by Youth For A Change.  

However, there have also been tensions amongst different members of the 

community regarding the types of programming in these spaces. Although the groups 

involved in these spaces are progressive and liberal leaning. There have been instances 

where these spaces were used by conservative groups to host informal gatherings. A 

member of the PLOT group reflects on how they navigated their presence.  

We didn’t know what to say to them. They were not openly racist or 

hateful. It was difficult to ask them to not come to the PLOT. They 

eventually stopped coming. Thank god!  

The Medicine Wheel, Wishing Tree and Heart Labyrinth in the PLOT have been 

used as sites for ceremony and for spiritual practices. There is a gathering around the 

Medicine Wheel four times a year for each equinox. This site is also used by residents or 

drumming circles and as sites to leave offerings for their elders and loved ones. The 

Heart Labyrinth is used by the community as a site for meditation. Some residents also 

gather around it to practice tai-chi or yoga.  
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Figure 47 (Left) Wishing Tree in the PLOT. Photo by Teresa Klein. (Right) 
Community chalkboard promoting a gathering for Spring Equinox at 
the PLOT. Photo by Jasmeen Virk.  

The key to the success of different interventions in the Grove and PLOT is the 

use of play. The activation of the Grove started with a resident adding googly eyes to the 

cedar trees. According to a community organizer, “this element not only used to appeal 

to children but also to get adults to open up more, to be less serious.” ‘Tiptoe through the 

garden’ was one the first events at the PLOT in 2016 where people dressed up in 

whimsical costumes and danced through the garden. These spontaneous moments of 

play are still present in these spaces, often one can find unusual and mysterious artistic 

expressions appear in the spaces. Therefore, these spaces not only free up expression 

but also allow people to loosen up and engage with their surroundings through humor or 

childlike wonder.   
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Figure 48 A collective poem. Photo by Teresa Klein.   

5.7.4. Open spaces for serendipitous connections  

Although the Grove and PLOT evoke certain functions and uses such as 

gardening or walking through, they also remain open to new forms of activity and 

expressions. Most participants remark that they found these spaces serendipitously or 

by chance, and they stayed because the space was open and inviting. Furthermore, the 

openness of these spaces, not having any fences or barriers allowed one to imagine 

different uses for the spaces. An artist involved in both the Grove and PLOT shared that 

she witnessed numerous people discovering these spaces by chance but wanting to 

stay and engage in the space.  

Every person that walks through these spaces, has a unique story and 

unique way of expressing themselves. These spaces are like canvases 

for people to just be free to create and try out new things. They find 

people that speak their language or even just like appreciate a certain 

vegetable. They find something like to share a piece of themselves with 

the community. I seen many life-long friendships form in the PLOT.  
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Figure 49 Kite-flying in the PLOT. Photo by Cora Li-Leger.  

 

Figure 50 Zena’s private garden’ - a garden plot tended by a youth. Photo by 
Teresa Klein.  
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Figure 51 Tip-toe through the garden procession. Photo by Teresa Klein.  

 

Figure 52 Family playing in the PLOT. Photo by Don Li-Leger.  
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Figure 53 ‘The PLOT person’ created out duct-tape by a youth. Photo by 
Teresa Klein.  

 

Figure 54 A nearby resident uses the PLOT to practice playing the violin. 
Photo by Teresa Klein.  
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5.8. Terms of use  

In this section, I will present the formal and informal legal agreements and 

regulation that detail how and who can use these public lands owned by the City of 

Surrey. 

The Grove is officially considered a park by the City of Surrey and follow the 

same rules and regulations that applies to similar spaces across the City. There are 

several by-laws signs with regulation planted around the space that provide a detail of 

which activities are not allowed in the space. For instance, ‘No dumping, no loitering 

allowed, closed dusk to dawn.’ Along with warning signs that encourage users to report 

any ‘suspicious activity’ police non-emergency line and to ‘report other park issues using 

the Surrey Request App.’ According to a member of FOG, the City has allowed them to 

use this land without any formal agreements, mainly due to the short duration of the 

temporary interventions in the space. Due to the urgency and sensitivity of the issues in 

the space after the tragic incident in 2013, the interim users of the Grove had not 

acquired formal permission from the City to use the space. According to a community 

member, the main support that the City has provided for the communities in the Grove is 

not intervening or creating any additional legal barriers pertaining to the use of the 

space.  

The PLOT uses a bigger parcel of city-owned vacant land and more importantly 

land that is awaiting development. Some participants recall that there were plans for the 

City to use the land for a LRT station in 2017 while others thought that the parcel of land 

was going to be converted in to a condominium. Regardless from the beginning, for the 

PLOT to exist as a project even temporarily required City’s approval and permission. I 

will detail the tensions and challenges that the Li-Legers had to overcome to create the 

PLOT in the later chapters. Regardless in order to use the land, the artists were required 

to sign a formal agreement with the City which detailed their responsibilities including 

strict language around the role of the signees from the ‘PLOT Group’. The ‘PLOT Group’ 

is often formed of users who are most active in the space. This agreement also been 

iterated several times as in discussion with the City and ‘PLOT Group’ to mellow out the 

legal language and regulations so they are not so intimidating to the community 

members who are signing the document, including removing the requirement for the 

group to purchase an insurance policy. The Li-Legers signed the first agreement and 
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later the ownership of the project was transferred to the community, two active 

community members agreed to sign the agreement and this practice has continued on 

the basis of active involvement.  

According to the 2020 agreement, the responsibility of the ‘PLOT group’ includes 

the following.  

(a) The PLOT Group will replace the sharing shack with a non-sightline obstructing 
structure;  
(b) The PLOT Group in consultation with the City will cut back the “bee meadow” area to 
increase sightlines into the site; 
 (c) The PLOT Group will submit a drawing/site plan of any intended project to be 
approved by the City before work commences;  
(d) The PLOT Group while present at the site will report nuisance behaviour to RCMP 
and/or the Bylaws department;  
(e) The PLOT Group will not allow individuals who participate in nuisance behaviour at the 
PLOT to participate in PLOT activities, for a duration of time to be agreed upon in 
collaboration with representatives of the City; 
 (f) The PLOT Group will water and maintain the garden throughout the duration of the 
project;  
(g) The PLOT Group will report any dumping to the City;  
(h) The PLOT Group will ensure that the site is safe and free from hazards to volunteers 
and the general public. 

Currently, the agreement defines the PLOT as a ‘Community Sharing Garden 

operated by the PLOT Group in the City of Surrey on City Lands’. Furthermore, the 

purpose of the agreement is stated as such, ‘to provide the opportunity for non-profit, 

recreational gardening for the City of Surrey’s residents at The PLOT on a temporary 

basis.’ Throughout the agreement, the language emphasizes on the temporariness of 

this project and the use of it by the listed community. This is particularly stressed in the 

‘Termination’ section which states that the City can terminate the agreement, ‘at any 

time, for any or no reason, with 90 days’ notice to the ‘PLOT Group’, if they fail to comply 

to the obligations and terms of the agreement or if the ‘PLOT group’ becomes ‘insolvent 

or bankrupt.’ Furthermore the ‘Obligation on termination’ requires the users to remove 

any remnants of the PLOT and vacate the City Lands in the ‘state of repair and 

maintenance.’ 

Regardless, signing of such agreements, no matter how friendly the tone, is still 

an intimidating practice for the community signees involved. The basis of the agreement 

is rooted in neoliberal agenda of property protection and risk reduction. Its rmain ole is to 
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protect the City from any liabilities and more importantly ensuring that the space is only 

used temporarily and on their terms. While under-resourced interim users must take on 

significant responsibilities, in the process experiencing high stress from the pressures to 

comply with its terms to ensure the sustainability of the project — often leading to 

burnout or causing groups and users to permanently disengage with the space.    
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Chapter 6.  
 
Profile of different interim users of the Grove and 
PLOT  

Interim users temporarily transform spaces that are left vacant and unused 

because of ‘patchy’ planning work or delayed development schedules. This has been the 

case for Newton as the City of Surrey and several developers have acquired land in the 

neighborhood but left it vacant, waiting for rapid transit to arrive in the area. According to 

the Executive Director of Newton Business Improvement Association, rapid transit must 

come to Newton to convince developers and the City to develop adequate infrastructure 

to serve the community.  

The City and developers have been buying land in Newton for the past 

30 years and that land has been just sitting waiting for rapid transit. 

They had plans for the LRT and that was taken away from the 

community. Now for the next 20 years, all the resources that were 

supposed to come to this community are being directed elsewhere. So 

that means we have to wait again. 

If the support for the community is not going to come through top-down planning, 

there are often efforts from the community to intervene and create networks of support. 

The interim users such as artists, activists and residents often propose temporary 

projects to repurpose unused or stagnant spaces. There are several reasons why interim 

users mobilize together to propose these new uses for spaces. For instance, 

mobilizations around the Grove and the PLOT have been to mainly enhance safety and 

social connectedness. However, there are also variations amongst different interim 

users and how they are perceived by different stakeholders in the community. I have 

categorized the interim users in two categories, ‘official’ and ‘unofficial’. The official users 

are artists, activists, residents or community members whose presence and actions in 

these spaces is accepted. The unofficial users are street-involved and homeless 

residents that also use these transition spaces as sites of refuge. However, their 

presence is perceived as unsettling signs of urban decay and unsafety. Despite this, the 

commonality between these two users is that their use or projects are not permanent, 

taking advantage of transitional periods of public spaces either to satisfy their own 

needs, or to demonstrate a concept’s success.  
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However, there is a dynamic of “power over” certain users due to structural 

inequalities and unequal access to resources (Lawson & Sorensen, 2010). Even if the 

group with power, either hidden or visible, has the best intentions to make the spaces 

inclusive for all, their actions and presence can still perpetuate inequality and exclusion. 

In the following sections, I present a detailed profile of different users, outlining their 

intentions for engaging in these spaces along with exploring the challenges and 

opportunities of doing this work.  

 

Figure 55 Interim users. Illustrated by the author. 

6.1.  ‘Official’ users: Artists, activist or artivists and the 
‘community’  

6.1.1. Artists, activist or artivists 

One of the major themes of this research project is that public spaces that were 

once underused and undervalued were reimagined through temporary artistic 

interventions. Furthermore, these public spaces not only become canvases for artists 

and artivists to project their vision, but they become sites of citizen empowerment that 

interrupt the normative logic of top-down city building.  

Roughly half of my total participants identify as artists or artivists. Although many 

of the artists’ work falls under the category of artist-activist (artivism), they refused or felt 

uncomfortable to associate with the term ‘artivists’ as it was not representative of their 

collective work.  
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I don't feel that I have so much faith in myself that I'm creative or savvy 

enough to be activist. And I feel like much of my other art work doesn't 

fall into that category, either. Like I have a kind of a very private kind 

of, and very intensive and process engagement with materials and 

things and it's very low key compared to and I'm happy to support 

activism, but I don't know that I am a great initiator of activism. Let's 

put it that way.  

I think that activist events happen. But that doesn't mean that once 

you've done that you always have to do that. So I don’t think my work 

as a whole falls under artivism.  

 

Furthermore, the ‘officiality’ of one’s identity as an artist varies. Some participants 

have their work regularly shown in galleries while others practice independently or only 

create art in these spaces. Regardless, many users of these spaces indicated that they 

do not perceive one’s art to be better or more credible than the other. One of the 

participants mentioned that each of the art pieces in the space, a painted pipe, a 

deconstructed moss chair or an abstract structure, has its own unique place in these 

spaces.  

To me it all serves the same purpose. They are trying to make their 

space friendly and interesting. There is no way of telling whose artwork 

is this so I guess it doesn’t really matter if an artist made it in a fancy 

studio or a dude in his basement. For me, I just see their work as equal. 

Overall, the bottom-up, temporary, and spontaneous efforts of these users, no 

matter their officiality, have tried to fill gaps and shortcomings of top-down planning 

practices. Although there have been numerous artists and artivists involved in the Grove 

and PLOT, I have decided to share the stories of 4 artists and artivists from very diverse 

backgrounds who brought art out of the confines of private spaces such as studios, 

galleries or even one’s home to the public. They used their art as a tool to unravel, 

understand and address some of the complexities and challenges in these spaces. Don 

and Cora Li-Leger are recognized Canadian artists with formal training and have 

showcased their work within numerous art galleries and museums. By contrast, Steve 

Webster and Katheren Szabo are residents and ‘activist artists’ who used art as a tool 

for their activism to address certain issues and concerns in their community. Regardless, 

all their work partakes in the processes that include careful listening, thoughtful 

conversation and community organizing. Furthermore, these artists and artivists are not 
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isolated in their practice as a sole agent but the community is also considered an equal 

collaborator. 

In this section, I will not only introduce these artists but also present their values 

and experiences working the Grove and PLOT.   

Don and Cora Li-Leger  

Cora Li-Leger, one of the artists involved in several projects in Newton, reflected 

on the democratization of art as she believes that it should be accessible and available 

to everyone.  

So you know a friend of mine, who is a really well known curator, was 

saying that the audience for art is small, and the audience for 

contemporary art is even smaller. That's a really unfortunate, kind of an 

elitist way of looking at it because in different cultures, everybody is an 

artist. Art is not only made by artists. Art should be everybody’s. 

Cora is a visual artist, based in South Surrey. She describes her working style as 

“pretty solitary in the studio.” However, she felt the urge to go out in the world and 

engage people with art so she pursued a career in art therapy where she worked 

predominantly with seniors.  

I have a private, intensive, process engagement with materials and very 

low key. I am happy to support activism but I don’t know if I am a great 

initiator of activism. I was curious about life outside my studio walls. I 

feel that I have maybe a bigger curiosity, motivation and capacity 

towards empathy and listening. My perception was there could always 

be a place to help in the world so I worked as an art therapist, with 

seniors mostly with dementia and loneliness and isolation. 

Cora and her late-husband Don Li-Leger were instigators of several socially-

engaged art projects including the Encyclopedia House and the PLOT. Don Li-Leger 

was a renowned mixed-media artist who according to Cora was more interested in 

pushing boundaries of what art could be and how it can be a tool to empower 

communities and was more of an activist at heart.  

Don and Cora along with other artists were invited to Newton by the City of 

Surrey for PopUp Art Walk to increase the vibrancy of the street as there were many 

empty storefronts and engagement was low in the community. “The City was really 

enthused, they wanted to see Newton kind of revitalized and re-energized,” Cora 

recalls.  
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Figure 56 Don and Cora Li-Leger at the PLOT. Photo by Teresa Klein.  

Cora reflects that this project was an uncomfortable experience for a lot of the 

artists from South Surrey as they felt like they “were putting their art in the wrong place 

because there wasn’t an audience for it.” The audience that was present at the event 

knew the artists and lived in South Surrey or White Rock— “You know a lot of my artist 

friends live near South Surrey, which is nothing like Newton.” A Newton resident even 

approached one of the artists, asking why Newton artists were not invited to show their 

art. 

Don and Cora were inspired by social practice art projects and wanted to bring 

something similar to Newton. However, they wanted to be careful about their 

positionality and privilege as artists from South Surrey, which is a very different 

neighborhood in relation to Newton economically and demographically. They sought 

connection with local community groups working in the area, so they connected with the 

FOG group and collaborated with them to develop the Encyclopedia House and later the 

PLOT. Don proposed the Encyclopedia House to start a dialogue on homelessness, “it 

was talking about how discarded encyclopedias, a free material, can be used to build 

shelter.” 

According to Cora, they were also interested in facilitating the creation of a place 

of connection and action in the community. Shortly after the installation of the 
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Encyclopedia House, they spotted a vacant lot near the lot near the Grove and decided 

to turn it into a garden. Moreover, Don and Cora wanted to open up the space for the 

community to shape and reclaim.  

We wanted to make the PLOT an actual living thing, not just a museum 

piece as something to be looked at. The thing that was so different about 

the PLOT is that it actually brought you right into interacting with people 

in the neighborhood. The action is the art - it is like people would say 

where is the art and we go well, you are the art. When you are digging 

the dirt, that's art. Some people would say get some sculptures in the 

field here, we were like no no. That's not it. I think when we saw how 

the PLOT had developed a life of its own it really spoke to me about the 

efficacy of doing something in that way. The community doesn’t need 

outside artists to come and put art on their walls, they want to show 

their own art and the PLOT can be used as an open gallery. 

Cora has always admired and respected the use of art to challenge dominant 

thought. The PLOT represented an alternative way form of ownership of public yet 

private land.  

Land is owned, everything is commodified, and it felt like an intervention 

to be able to do something that could really turn that upside down. That 

to me is where the power of art really lies, to transform an experience. 

And I know it might be hard to articulate to people around the 

community – even to other artists – who said, “well, you’re just going 

to garden.” But to us, it was always more than gardening, and really, it 

turned out to be much, much more. 

According to Cora, the idea of PLOT as an art project is still not understood by 

many. However, after much consideration, she believes that it doesn’t really matter if 

people perceive as art as long as they are getting something meaningful from it. Other 

fellow artists also wondered about what the Li-Legers were doing outside of their studio.  

I think for them it could provide a chance to think a little more deeply 

about the role of art. It certainly did that for me. I gained a deeper 

appreciation of how an artistic intervention could really make a 

difference – to feel the transformation in myself, but also to see it in the 

participants. It made me feel good about plot as an intervention because 

I think it offered up another point of conversation about “what is art.” It 

also lives as an example of how art can have a transformative dynamic. 

Don and Cora had acquired the grants and the institutional support to use the 

space, but they envisioned this project to be community-led. As Lawsone and Sorensen 

(2012) state, these artists relied on their existing partnerships or built new partnerships 

to bring resources from government agencies, credit unions, non-profit organizations 
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and others. Through this process, the PLOT grew organically. The space was opened up 

to the imagination of the community to shape it however they wanted, of course formally 

complying with the constraints outlined by the City. Regardless, the PLOT is still a public 

space and often legal agreements set up by the City and specific individuals do not 

apply to how the rest of the community uses the space. According to a long-term 

community member, the PLOT became a site for guerilla art as people left plants, toys 

and small art displays, “we don’t know who was behind this all, but creative things just 

started appearing.”  

Don and Cora had activated not only a space but the community that was 

alienated by the dominant top-down planning and limited understanding of their role in 

the city. The PLOT became a site of creativity and community empowerment.  

Don and I came in here with a very strong intention not to be the boss. 

You know this wasn’t our community. People would ask us what they 

can do? And we would say do whatever. And I think that people looked 

at Don as being the leader of it, but he would always step aside and say, 

you know, this is what you do here, you can do this or if they needed 

help, he would help. 

According to a local activist, Don and Cora had a great partnership and 

complemented each other's working styles. Many participants commented that Don 

would admit to being the person who would like to ‘stir the pot’ if he ever saw a situation 

that needed some shaking up. “He had his crazy dreams and I would call all the people 

that need to be at the table, like calling a planner friend or a councillor '' Cora recalled.  

Cora on the other hand is much more introspective and most of her contribution 

was in the back-end of things. She was involved in different art committees at the City of 

Surrey, and in the process had acquired a knowledge of the institution and more 

importantly an understanding of how to navigate its bureaucratic processes. Cora and 

Don recognized their role in the community as not just artists but as bridge-makers 

between the city and the community.  

Artists are bridgemakers, navigating all these bureaucratic structures. 

Maybe it is a recognition that you have that power at that time because 

by the very virtue of the fact that they let you be there, maybe you have 

been given money, then you do have this power. 
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According to a community member and activist, Don and Cora used their art but 

most importantly their privilege to push the boundaries to create alternative solutions that 

would spark a sense of freedom and creativity for neglected public spaces.  

People usually can’t risk doing outlandish things all the time or have the 

stamina to withstand City of Surrey’s checklists. Don and Cora enabled 

so much through what they did. Don and Cora are so subversive. 

The impact of Don and Cora’s art in Newton was beyond the opening of a public 

space in Newton. Although a temporary project, the PLOT exemplifies a radical green 

space that encourages its users to share and care for their community. For many, the 

openness of the space has been confusing, not knowing who they need to get 

permission from before planting or harvesting. Regardless, according to one of my 

participants, people eventually understand and become comfortable with the project 

values of community ownership. One of my participants observed that in the process of 

engaging with the space, people start to feel at ease not only with their community but 

also themselves.  

How amazing it was, and it still is to watch people engage, and then get 

re-engaged and keep coming back to. The main feedback that I got from 

people after years of volunteering here is how much it allowed them to 

feel more comfortable in their skin and in the community environment 

with other people.  

Don and Cora’s contribution to the Newton community through the Encyclopedia 

House and PLOT has transformed not only perceptions of the neighborhood but they 

have enabled a green and most importantly a creative space within which the residents 

feel ownership of, and further feel empowered to advocate for their needs with the city.  

Katheren Szabo and Steve Webster  

Katheren Szabo and Steve Webster are long-term Newton residents who have 

employed art as a way to express their concerns and connect with their community. 

Although not formally trained artists like Don and Cora, Katheren and Steve’s work is “no 

less important or credible” according to a Community Enhancement Planner with the 

City of Surrey.  

I don't have time to distinguish between those two forms of art. I don't 

care too. For me, because I don't work in the arts. It's a means to an 

end. What's something that Steve creates, versus, you know, someone 

like Don, If it creates an emotional reaction, and like, helps people 
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connect to place? Who cares if it's Steve, or someone who's had their 

art in different galleries? I’m personally not hung up on that. We have 

so much work to do in terms of community development and it’s 

awesome that people like Steve are out in the community doing this 

work. But that's just my perspective. And I know that not everyone 

shares that perspective. 

Katheren and Steve’s art is socially-engaged and community focused. It is their 

lived experiences that have informed their practices and art is used in a playful manner 

to spark connections and belonging in a community swayed by fear and paranoia. They 

are also key members of FOG, a group that used play and art-making to destigmatize 

and reclaim the Grove. According to a local community activist, Steve and Katherine are 

using “art as a tool to make their point or to express themselves.” She further elaborated: 

They are not worried about the critics, they are just experimenting, 

having fun and expressing themselves.  

Katheren has always been creative and had her work published and featured in 

different community settings. She defines herself as an ‘artivist’. In Newton, she is well 

known for her painted rocks with uplifting messages that she leaves around Newton for 

people to find.  

 

Figure 57 Katheren Szabo in front of Newton Library. Photos taken by the 
author during a go-along interview.   
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Figure 58 Katheren’s painted rocks at the Grove. Photo by FOG.  

She started painting rocks when she was holding her 60-day vigil at the Grove, in 

an effort to connect with her community. While she would have conversations with 

different people in the community, she would paint rocks with positive messages to keep 

her hands busy and she would encourage others to also join her.  

They were free, there were rocks and I had felt pens so I just started 

writing uplifting messages. I wanted to bring some positivity to my 

community because people were sharing such sad stories about their 

lives with me, there was just so much pain. A security guard told me 

that he loves coming to the Grove after his shift with his daughter. It is 

like an Easter egg hunt for them. It means so much to people. I am just 

painting rocks. 

 

Figure 59 Katheren’s painted rocks spotted in the PLOT. Photo taken by a 
participant during a go-along interview.   
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Katheren’s painted rocks along with other motivational artworks have become a 

signature of her presence, almost an assurance and security that she is still in the 

community. She has several spots where she leaves her rocks, including a cedar stump 

in the Grove. For Katheren, the key to connecting to her community was through 

listening.  

I listened to people, held their hand and offered them my food, my 

water, you know, a cigarette, whatever I had with me. I asked them to 

paint rocks with me while we cried together and shared our lives and 

comforted each other. You know, people have told me they worry about 

me and wonder about me, am I okay? Am I still in the neighborhood, 

but then like you, they'll see, you know, a sign hung up on a tree in the 

grove that has some inspirational saying, or they'll see a painted rock 

or a magnet stuck to the wall somewhere nowadays. And they'll know 

they say, okay, we've seen that indicator that you're alive and still 

kicking and going. The rocks are kind of like my artistic signature. 

Several community members have told Katheren that they collect her rocks and 

take them home because the messages on them were significant to them.  

This is something positive in the community, she is connecting people 

with each other and the space. There is this collective belonging that is 

being fostered by the creations of this lady. I have several of her rocks 

and magnets in my kitchen. 

During one of our go-along interviews around Newton, Katheren was greeted by 

several community members. They stopped by her to say hello or to catch up. She can 

be found on her scooter, doing her rounds through the Grove and the PLOT. As we were 

walking through the Grove, she noticed that somebody had created an “art piece” with a 

twig wedged between two cedar trees to create a seat. She left one of her rocks on the 

side of the piece, “just to add on somebody else’s creativity. You know the next time they 

walk and see somebody added to it and left something, there is this unspoken creative 

connection. You are having a conversation with them.” 
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Figure 60 Community art spotted by Katheren. Photo taken by Katheren Szabo 
during a go-along interview.   

Alongside her painted rocks, Katheren started several creative endeavors in the 

community including a poetry group called Cedar Bark Poets. This group also began 

with Katheren sitting in the Grove and inviting individuals to share their creative 

expressions. They have published 37 zines of their collective work.  

Steve Webster is a long-term Newton resident who also got involved with the 

FOG to bring solutions around safety to his community. When asked if he would 

describe himself as an artist or an activist, “I usually see myself as a bohemian, it 

doesn’t really fit in the category. I am just an insane person.” Steve has been an integral 

part of both the FOG and PLOT. His dedication to the community has been remarked on 

by many of my participants. Like Katheren, Steve's presence in the community is also 

comforting to many as he has been a consistent figure in the community, always present 

at all meetings, get-togethers and working tirelessly to maintain the PLOT.  
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Figure 61 Steve Webster. Photo taken by author during a go-along interview.  

According to a resident, Steve’s presence and dedication to the PLOT has been 

remarkable, he is there almost every day during the growing season, doing almost 

everything by himself especially during the pandemic. During the heatwave, the water 

tap had stopped working so Steve carried bottles of water from his house to water the 

plants in the garden. Knowledgeable about almost all things garden related, Steve is a 

resourceful figure that the community depends on. Although a very practical person, 

Steve often brings an element of play and wonder to the community. For example, he 

created a structure out of wood and twigs for a vine of cucamelons to climb on. Visually, 

the cucamelon structure resembles something very practical, but it also draws a visual 

focus as something unique.  

It’s like a little shelter where it's covered with fruit, kids love it. 
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Figure 62 (Left) Cucamelon structure. Photo taken by Steve Webster during a 
go-along interview. (Right) Cucamelon’s size in comparison to a 
quarter. Photo by the author.  

For Steve, the outcomes for art and activism are the same, “it's about improving 

situations, it is about framing things, places and people, highlighting the positives and 

getting people to connect on that and caring about something together.”  

Together, Katheren and Steve have collaborated on several community projects 

and almost all of their interventions involve art-making and community participation. For 

both Steve and Katheren, their efforts are focused on strengthening and adding to what 

is in the community already. According to Steve, “this is a community over here, we are 

trying to get more local people to care rather than people from South Surrey driving up 

here.” Steve hopes that the initiative at the Grove and the PLOT serve as proof to the 

City and the community of what can be done in these spaces. “It is meant to showcase 

what one can do. You can connect people of different cultural values, ages to the 

community by doing this.” For Katheren, nurturing community connection has been 

integral to her efforts from day one. “It is amazing to see strangers become friends 

talking to each other out here that never knew each other before the events.”  

For Katheren, Steve’s support has been integral to allowing her to imagine and 

envision creative events and community interventions.  
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So I like the saying, you know, if you're doing something all alone, 

you're not a leader, you're taking a walk, you know, like, right, and I 

couldn't have done this without having the support of at least one 

person. And that's been Steve, like other people have stepped in here 

and there. But Mr. Steve Webster, has been the air under my wings, 

period. 

Similarly for Steve, Katheren’s efforts to connect with the City and being the face 

of FOG has allowed to stay away from the bureaucracy.  

I don’t feel like doing the work, if I have to go in and deal with the 

bureaucracy, it is important to lower the bar for people to get excited 

about doing these sorts of things in the community. Gladly, some people 

have more energy and capabilities to do that. 

According to a City of Surrey staff, art is an important mobilizer for communities 

as it creates a sense of ownership over a space, “people can bring their friends out and 

point to it and say I did that.” Further, he believes that art has the potential of creating an 

emotional reaction, helping people connect with the space as reflected in Katherine and 

Steve’s work.  

6.1.2. The ‘community’  

As for the ‘community’, I present stories of residents, workers from nearby shops, 

and local business owners. Through their stories, I uncovered how they discovered 

these spaces, their relationship to them, and if the artistic activities in these spaces have 

enhanced their sense of safety and belonging in the neighborhood.  

Hundreds of people use these spaces and probably a few know the 

history of these spaces. But many people have walked through here and 

left their mark.  

As one of my participants mentioned above, there are numerous users that 

engage with these two spaces in diverse ways. I have chosen to present stories of 

seven individuals, whose involvement with these sites vary. Some have been deeply 

involved as key volunteers while others just use the space to walk through. These users 

include a librarian from the Newton Library, a cashier at a nearby supermarket, a student 

documentary maker, several local residents and a few dedicated volunteers of the 

PLOT. Four out of seven of these individuals live in Newton, while others are from 

Guildford, Surrey Central and Langley. Through their stories, I wanted to uncover how 
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they discovered these spaces, their relationship to Newton and if the artistic activities in 

these spaces have enhanced their sense of safety in the neighborhood.  

For most of my participants, discovering the Grove and the PLOT was a 

serendipitous encounter, taking a shortcut either to the library, or finding a green oasis to 

escape to during one’s lunch break. Steve who has informally taken on the role as the 

caretaker of the PLOT reflects that many people come to the PLOT and discover an 

open space where they can garden. Although many are aware that the food that they 

grow in the PLOT may not be available for them to harvest, the space for gardening in 

itself is a draw for many who live nearby.  

Some of these people live in apartments and they don’t really have 

enough space to grow. They come here to garden, they know that the 

food is free for the community to take, which takes some people time 

to adjust to but you know mostly it is like therapy for a lot of people.  

Although located in a car-centric neighborhood, the Grove and PLOT are situated 

near areas with high foot traffic. While waiting for the bus or on their way to the library or 

the shops at the nearby strip-mall, people tend to wander into these spaces. I have 

witnessed this while working at the PLOT. The PLOT work parties are usually held on 

Sunday and one day while we were working, we noticed an elderly South Asian woman 

walking towards us. She decided to take a walk around the neighborhood as she had 

missed her bus. She didn’t speak any English so she was relieved that a few of us at the 

PLOT could speak her language and let her know what we were doing here and what 

the space was. She was on her way back home after grocery shopping, but she decided 

to stay and help with weeding. She lived in Guildford but after that day, she took a 30 

mins bus to the PLOT every week. Knowing that we would be in the garden every 

Sunday, she started bringing food to share and became part of the community. She 

often remarked on how lonely she felt at home after her husband left for work and how 

she longed to get some exercise and meet new people. She loved whenever we 

complimented her food, “I’ll bring some more next week,” she would say. Even though 

others didn’t understand her as she only spoke Punjabi, they were able to communicate 

through laughter, dance and gardening. However, COVID-19 impacted the regular 

schedule of Sunday work parties and she stopped coming to the garden.  

Surdeep is an international student who works at a supermarket behind the 

Grove. He lives in Newton and it takes him 15 mins to commute via bus to his work. He 
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discovered the Grove while taking a short-cut through to get to his work. He later came 

back to the space during his lunch break. The next day, he walked further and 

discovered the PLOT. “It is like my hiding spot now.” He is not aware of how these 

places came to be but he appreciates that it exists.  “I can just walk around here and if 

it's a good day usually there are some raspberries that I like to snack on.” He rarely sees 

anyone working in the PLOT and wonders how this place functions, who takes care of it. 

For Surdeep, the Grove and PLOT offer a quiet space away from the hustle and bustle 

of the life around. He regards Newton as a monotone place with similar looking houses 

and buildings, and feels isolated. However, he views the PLOT as a ‘gem’ that the City 

should preserve. Surdeep indicated that he ‘mostly feels safe’ in these spaces, noting 

that he only engages in them during daytime.  

Jenny and Randy discovered the Grove and the PLOT while on their geocache 

(outdoor activity similar to a scavenger hunt using a mobile device) walk around Newton. 

One of the questions on the app was counting how many bees are on the poster at the 

PLOT. Although they have lived in the neighborhood for over a decade, they were both 

unaware that this place existed and were pleasantly surprised to find it. They live in an 

apartment complex about 20 mins walk away and were excited about the possibility of 

growing food in the garden. “We can’t garden in an apartment but we used to have a 

farm back in the Philippines. I am so excited that we found this place.” Jenny and Randy 

both highlighted the sense of isolation they feel in Newton and a lack of open public 

spaces that could potentially foster social connectedness. For them the Grove and PLOT 

represent new possibilities for connecting with the community, and to enhance their 

sense of belonging. They both felt safe in the space. However, they both agreed that 

they would not walk there at night by themselves, but they said it's not just this space, 

“that's the case everywhere in the City even Vancouver or Surrey, you still have to be on 

guard a little walking at night especially if you are a woman.” 

Teresa is a landscape designer who came to the PLOT after her friend had told 

her about the creation of a medicine wheel in Newton. Teresa does not have a 

permanent address as she prefers to live a nomadic lifestyle. She frequents her parents 

often who live in Newton about 10 mins walks from the Grove and PLOT. Her perception 

of Newton was neither negative or positive, she knew the neighborhood had some 

challenges, but for her it’s not unusual.  
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There are all sorts of people. Sometimes the negative is all we are 

shown. Newton is beautiful, there is so much beautiful diversity here.  

Teresa has worked under the mentorship of Grandma Amy (Cree elder) to care 

for the medicine wheel, including organizing multiple solstice events. “I was studying this 

and it was magical to be connected to Grandma Amy and to learn from her.” Teresa took 

on the role as the garden designer and eventually became the main point of contact and 

organizer for the PLOT and has been instrumental in growing and nurturing the space 

and the community in it. She reflects how she has seen numerous people come through 

the garden and is unaware of many others she never had the chance to interact with.  

You know some people stay for a little while, but it doesn’t matter if you 

stay for 6 months, 8 months, 2 years, 5 years or a day, this place has 

been meaningful to so many people. 

As a member of the ‘PLOT group’ she is well-aware of the temporary tenure of 

the project, and is interested in scoping out a new space for the PLOT. According to her, 

the medicine wheel in the PLOT is a sacred space for many Indigenous and non-

Indigenous members of the community, and is also an element that is allowing the PLOT 

to continue.  

The image of moving or removing the medicine wheel does not look 

good for the City especially if they have intentions to support 

reconciliation efforts. I wonder what this process will be when time 

comes. 

It was Grandma Amy’s wish to have a tree as part of the medicine wheel. 

Recently, an apple tree was planted in the middle of the medicine wheel as symbol of 

balance. According to Teresa, there was hesitation to plant the apple tree because of the 

restrictions outlined by the City, that all elements of the PLOT must be temporary.  

I was hesitant at first but we are here every year it seems. So I thought 

why not? A tree is a tree. It is part of the land now.  

Teresa has not only been at the centre of organizing different activities in the 

PLOT, but she has also been a key figure in mitigating and resolving conflicts amongst 

different users of the space. The issue of safety has been at the center of these conflicts. 

However, for Teresa, she has never felt unsafe in this space even in the presence of 

individuals such as homeless men that many others perceive to be dangerous. Teresa 

has formed deep friendships with these men, and felt that they often looked out for her. 

Regardless, Teresa does acknowledge that many women have come to her expressing 
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that they feel unsafe around these men and stopped engaging with the space because 

of their presence.  

Jasmeen, a Surrey Central resident, discovered the PLOT when she decided to 

take a short cut to the Newton Library.  

I was visiting the library with my sister and cousin, we walked by this 

beautiful garden and decided to have lunch there after our library visit. 

We grabbed some tikkis (potato fritters) from a sweet shop and ate 

them in the garden. This space was so different, it was a hidden oasis. 

I knew I would be coming back to it. 

Jasmeen’s perception of Newton was informed by the news, she only came to 

the neighborhood to buy groceries from Fruiticana (a South-Asian grocery store). Since 

her visit to the PLOT, Jasmeen has become a core member of the garden and has also 

made a documentary showcasing the garden and its volunteers. She feels a sense of 

safety when others are using the space and therefore often visit the space during ‘work 

parties’. Jasmeen credits the garden for facilitating many life-long friendships. 

Furthermore, this belonging and community has allowed her to feel more comfortable in 

her skin and her desire to pursue a more creative life. She hopes that the PLOT 

continues to thrive so other can also reap its benefits.  

It’s not just a garden, this garden has allowed me to grow as a person, 

to use and trust my voice. I am in debt of all the people here that have 

supported me. I know the PLOT continues to facilitate this connection 

for others too.  

Rella, a Newton resident and now a dedicated volunteer at the PLOT, discovered 

the PLOT on her walk to the Newton Library with her two young children.  

I am always walking around but I would never walk through the PLOT 

because this place was a junkyard. Rocks overgrown, garbage 

everywhere, it was abandoned. You didn’t want to look at it or walk on 

that street. But one day, I decided to walk with my kids a little further 

and we saw a sign that they need volunteers for gardening. I grew up 

as a farmer so I wanted to get involved right away and it was also a 

great opportunity to get my kids involved as well. So we wrote our email 

down and started coming to the PLOT every Sunday, planting and 

working in the garden. 

Rella lives a 5 mins drive from the area. She moved to Newton with her husband 

and children because they could afford a house here, but Surrey was not their first 
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choice. Like Jasmeen, Rella’s image of Newton was influenced by what she saw in the 

news. 

Surrey, it was not a first choice, it was a choice that have no choice. We 

can't afford anywhere but we have two kids, we have a family and we 

want to give them a life as best as we can provide. You see on the news, 

Surrey had shootings, had violence.  

Over the years, Rella’s perception of the neighborhood has changed, she feels 

comfortable and safe living in her neighborhood. Regardless, she is aware that Newton 

has its challenges with homelessness.  

People who don’t live in Surrey think it’s a scary place. You know 

anywhere you go there are good people there are bad people. You just 

be good and mixed with good people and you'll be fine. You know, I'm 

not mixed with people who are violent so I didn't I didn't worry too much 

about it. People in Grove and PLOT are examples of the goodness in 

Newton. I walk around all the time. I do see lots of homeless people, 

lots of people around the Newton Exchange area. When I walked around 

with the kids, my daughter would also tense up a little bit when she 

would see a homeless person but I tell her there's nothing to worry 

because they're not going to hurt you.  

Beside growing food and passing that knowledge to her kids, the biggest learning 

at the PLOT has been realizing that there are many kind people in her neighborhood. 

Like Jasmeen, Rella was able to make friendships and find belonging in this space.  

I think my biggest gain from going to the plot is that I feel really 

connected to the community that I am living in. And I really met 

amazing people who like pretty much the same thing you know, 

cautious about environments about nature and just just are good to 

each other. It is not easy to find good people sometimes. But going to 

the plot it's like an abundance. I felt very comfortable even though I felt 

shame about my accent sometime but no one cared. There's no feeling 

that they are there below anybody there. Even the homeless or drunk 

people, this is a community that's for everyone that you're not being 

judged.  

Although Rella does not mind visiting the PLOT on her own, she does feel 

uncomfortable and anxious when she is by herself. Like Jasmeen, she prefers to visit 

when there are others present so she can garden comfortably in the space without 

having to look over her shoulders constantly.  

Paula, a librarian at the nearby Newton Library views the initiative at the Grove 

and the PLOT as integral to enhancing community safety and belonging. She lives with 
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her family in Langley. She visits the Grove and PLOT sometimes on her breaks but does 

not get to meet the volunteers who often are in the space on weekends. She equates 

these spaces as extensions of the library.  

Our (library) doors are open and you know we try to make everyone 

feel welcome. The beauty of a public library is that it's free, you can 

spend an entire day there. The Grove and the PLOT are similar, as 

unique open spaces open to the community to express and shape 

however. It’s also nice that people have these spaces to explore after 

their visit to the library rather than just getting in the car and driving 

off to wherever. 

Like Teresa, Paula feels safe in these spaces. She also notes that she 

predominantly engages with these spaces during daytime, and she says her perception 

of these spaces at night will definitely change if she walks through them at night.  

As mentioned earlier, most people have discovered these spaces by chance. 

Regardless, some choose to stay longer than others and that changes their level of 

engagement with the spaces. However, these spaces are used and valued by the 

community. Even if they are not aware of the history of the space, they regard the 

benefits of having this near their homes or place of work.  

6.1.3. Safety for women and Burnout 

 

Figure 63 Emerging themes from ‘official’ users. Illustrated by the author.  

Safety for women and burnout have been recuring themes across the accounts 

of interim ‘official’ users including the artist-activist and the ‘community’. I will detail more 

in the next sections, the experiences of women in relation to safety. Alongside, the issue 

of burnout that has been persistent amongst interim ‘official’ users, which is exacerbated 
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by the pressures from the City, and navigating relational dynamics and tensions 

amongst different users of the spaces.  

Safety for women 

The issue of safety has been the main instigator for the different artistic 

community interventions in the Grove and PLOT. However, enhancing safety for 

especially women has been an ongoing challenge for the community in these spaces 

and one that is related to a more complex social and cultural phenomenon. As Leslie 

Kern (2019) notes, cities have been built by men for men, while all others are considered 

secondary citizens if considered at all. The way women move in cities continues to be 

limited by the patriarchal norms built into cities. Whether consciously or subconsciously, 

women restrict their movements to avoid possible dangerous areas or situations in 

public.  

Nearly all my participants reflected on safety even before I asked specific 

questions in relation to it. According on to one participant, the sense of safety in public is 

tied to your positionality including gender and race.  

Safety? It all depends on where you're sitting and what gender you are, 

and what color you are. 

Since the Grove and PLOT are often used by homeless or street-involved 

residents, particularly homeless men, for either resting or consuming alcohol or drugs, it 

is often a space that most women avoid when walking by themselves. However, through 

regular programming and activations, community organizers tried to mitigate these 

anxieties. Regardless, to this day this issue of unsafety persists. According to a Newton 

resident, these feelings of unsafety do not disappear overnight but require continuous 

effort and attention by the residents and City.  

Once a space is unsafe, people always have assumptions of it. It’s hard 

for a space to suddenly become safe, you have to keep working to 

redefine a space. It doesn’t happen overnight.  

Furthermore, the feeling of unsafety in the Grove and PLOT also highlights the 

experience of other marginalized individuals who are struggling with housing, substance 

abuse and mental health. For these reasons, it has been challenging for the 

communities at the PLOT to create space that is inclusive for all. Teresa has been a key 

organizer at the PLOT and an integral member of the core group caring for the garden 
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and the medicine wheel. For years, she had been at the forefront, managing the different 

expectations of users and stakeholders of the space, and safety has been at the top of 

the list of challenges. Regardless, Teresa’s presence in the space has been a source of 

comfort and safety for many as many female participants indicated that seeing Teresa’s 

truck parked near the PLOT gave them the assurance that they can walk through and 

work in the space with ease.  

If I see her blue grey truck parked there, it's like a relief. She just has 

a way of communicating with different types of people. I particularly am 

not that confident.  

 

Figure 64 Teresa in front of her parked truck. Photo taken by the author during 
a go-along interview.   

As mentioned earlier, Teresa's involvement in the PLOT is not just limited to 

organizing, programming and promoting the space. She has also been a key 

bridgemaker between different groups. A group of South Asian homeless men who 

frequent the PLOT were an issue of concern for the rest of the community in the PLOT, 

especially women. The men used the space to drink alcohol and were often very loud, 

and this nuisance behavior was often reported by the neighbors to the by-law officers, 

who then asked the community group for a response, since the lease agreement, 

required the community to report and mitigate any nuisance behavior. For Teresa, the 

solution was to be in dialogue with the different communities in the space. She started 

developing a friendship with these men and started to invite them to volunteer at the 

PLOT.  
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The relationship that developed for me with these men by getting to 

know their names, and when they come to the plot, and just inviting 

them to work and, encouraging that to actually participate. They take 

pride in it, you know, like, and they do crazy things. There's one guy 

who was telling me about, they were gonna build this beautiful flower 

bed. And they did. One guy organized this crew, and they really got to 

work. But they really, didn’t know what to do. But it didn't matter. They 

told me that they were happy to contribute this way. You know, some 

people say all they're doing that just so they can hang out and say 

they're part of the garden. But why does that matter, aren’t we all? And 

I was accused by certain people of caring for them more than I cared 

for the rest of the people. So that's, I mean, that's how deep I got in 

with them. I saw them, I could see the humanity. I could see beyond 

that. I didn't look at them and say, Oh, you're a junkie or I didn't look 

at him and say, Oh, you're an alcoholic. We were friends.  

For Teresa, the presence of these men in the space provided a sense of safety. 

She felt like they were looking after her and vice versa.  

We had a kind of what I felt like, kind of camaraderie there was, I really 

felt respected by them. And I felt that when they were there, I felt safe. 

Like, I would go in there, and I would work in there. I felt very safe 

which was ironic, because, for the most part, that's not why people felt 

safe, but I just felt like they had my back. If I stay there late at night 

when they were getting really drunk. No, then I think I would lose that 

kind of faith because no matter who somebody is, when they're totally 

impaired, you know that you can lose that kind of thing, but I didn't feel 

for most part, when they were there. I didn't feel unsafe personally. 

They were always there kind of I think they looked out for me because 

I looked out for them.  
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Figure 65 Bay leaf tree gifted to the PLOT by a South Asian woman who is no 
longer involved in the space because of safety concerns. Photo by 
the author.  

She goes on to say that there were some women who felt in community with 

these men. She gives an example of a South Asian woman who spoke Punjabi with 

these men and was able to connect with them. She also looked after them by leaving 

clean needles at the PLOT and bringing food for them.  

We needed boxes for needles and bless her heart, she was bringing 

clean needles and she had a spot that she would put them for the guys, 

because they didn’t have access to clean needles. It’s little subtle things 

like that. Things like that indicated to me that she felt safe with them 

too. 

Regardless, many women also came to Teresa in private detailing their negative 

interactions with these men. She reflects on the physical location and history of the area 

also perpetuating these feelings.  

It was more than one woman. The PLOT is isolated and it started to 

become an unsafe space for women. A murder happened near there. So 

there is that memory of pain and trauma that is felt by everybody. And 

I think all women feel that as they go through that space. 
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Through her interactions with these men, Teresa did notice that they had 

different cultural and social norms, especially their perception of women.  

They would have their particular language or way of seeing women and 

talking about women. And of course, we didn't necessarily understand 

the language, however you just understand the innuendos, and honestly 

they were not inappropriate with me. I would just get like whisperings 

of what was going on. I couldn’t really ignore what these women were 

telling me.  

She was faced with the difficult decision of asking these men to leave the space 

as their presence and behavior was increasing unsafe for women. 

One of the homeless men actually grabbed one of the women by the 

crotch, he actually reached out and grabbed her and she was really 

traumatized by it. She had a history of abuse. And, and I think what 

made it worse was that she felt like this man was her friend in the PLOT. 

I had no idea that that had happened. She didn't come anymore. And 

then one day, she was coming around with a petition for something and 

she saw maybe a half a dozen of us at the plot, you know, that she felt 

safe with. And she said, Well, I just felt safe because you're here. And 

then as she was leaving, she told me the story of what happened. And 

I don't know if this homeless man had been drinking or what the 

situation was. It doesn't matter. It's never an excuse to do something 

like that. And she said I never I didn't want to press charges. I just 

didn't want to do anything. I just wanted to go, I didn't want to come 

back. You know, she didn't want to re-traumatize herself. That's when I 

realized that something has to happen in order to make it a safe space 

for women. There were a few different people that spoke to me about 

things that happened, but I don't want to do anything. So, you know, 

and I know, it's understandable because people feel especially women 

feel vulnerable and need to protect themselves. I didn’t confront this 

homeless individual because she didn’t want me to but I just felt 

defeated and disappointed. I really liked this homeless individual too but 

it was kind of like the straw that broke the back for me in terms of. It 

was hard. It was so hard on my heart to say to the guys, you can't be 

here anymore, because in my heart, I felt like it was not really my place 

to say if they couldn’t be here. I mean, it's city property. But if we have 

a lease, I mean, there were all these things or reasons. I said to him, 

we have this land use agreement with the city and we have to make the 

space safe for people and they don't feel safe coming here when you're 

drinking. So please don’t come here.  

One of my participants stated he knew of many women who visited the Grove 

and PLOT once and never returned because they had a bad experience. However, 

several female participants also shared their experiences of feeling scared at first but 

finding safety in the community to be able to return to space. Others also indicated that 

they never felt unsafe in these spaces. There are variations of experiences of safety for 
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women, but they all stated that they knew they had to be cautious even if they felt safe. 

Several participants indicated that having dedicated times to meet as groups enhanced 

their sense of safety and participation in the space.  

In the news, Surrey always had shooting and violence. People who don’t 

live in Surrey think it is such a scary place that it is an unsafe space. 

You know anywhere you go there are good people and there are bad 

people. I walk around Newton and we see lots of homeless or sketchy 

people. During certain hours, early morning or after dark, I wouldn’t 

walk around this area. I would have walked through the Newton 

Exchange area, there are plenty of people there. When we met at 10 

AM at the PLOT on Sunday every week, I didn’t feel scared because 

everyone would be there.  

One time, I was alone and was planting some bedding plants. And a 

couple of guys walked in and they were just looking at me and it was 

awkward. They didn’t say anything to me, they were just looking. I felt 

like you know what, if they are not bothering me, I will just keep working 

and have my eyes open, using my peripheral vision. The conclusion is, 

I wouldn’t be there if I am alone.  

According to a planner working for the City of Surrey, a safe community is where 

individuals are able to demonstrate ownership and care for their neighborhood. He has 

witnessed the domino effect of community organizing in the Grove and PLOT, as 

different community groups and individuals get inspired by one another to care and take 

ownership and that can enhance community safety in general. Similarly, Cora regards 

consistent activity in ‘scary spaces’ as a way of fostering belonging and ultimately 

enhancing safety.  

Newton is interesting. There is a lot that is shown in the news about how 

it is unsafe, but I think there is a lot of positivity here that needs to be 

brought to light. For the challenges, probably the best way of dealing 

with it is for people to just keep making efforts to use the space to have 

healthy things going on here. If a majority of the people act a certain 

way, it just kind of sorts itself out and it self organizes to a thing that 

isn’t this rotten, scary thing. 
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Figure 66 ‘Welcome to The PLOT’ sign installed by the City of Surrey. Photo 
taken by a participant during a go-along interview. 

Burnout  

Burnout is a state of exhaustion, depersonalization and reduced personal 

accomplishment, overwhelming one’s internal capacities (Schaulefi et al., 2009). During 

my interviews, I was surprised to find out that in the past, several individuals had played 

a key role in creating these spaces, but they are not there anymore. When I asked about 

their absence and why they left, the answers that I received were not clear. Either they 

left because they moved to other neighborhoods or cities, got permanent jobs, had kids, 

went back to school or ‘they just stopped showing up.’ As an active participant in one of 

these spaces and during the interviews, I sensed the reason for this was an underlying 

feeling of exhaustion, hidden behind their passion and commitment to these spaces. For 

many ‘leaders’ in the space this exhaustion comes from the stress of resolving 

interpersonal conflicts amongst different users of the spaces or navigating a bureaucratic 

institution like the City of Surrey.  

Further, working with marginalized and vulnerable populations adds to the 

complexity of cultural, social and political dynamics, that few individuals are left to deal 

with, while lacking any real support, as Teresa outlined previously. Along with other 

members of the group, she asked for support from the City in locating support for 

homeless men that are struggling with addiction in the PLOT, but it never resulted in any 
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tangible actions. She is not a trained social or community worker, and thus lacked 

support and capacity (emotional and material) to deal with the tensions amongst 

different communities in the space.  

I had never worked in a community where there was such a need for 

harm reduction as people are abusing drugs and alcohol here all the 

time, you know. On an individual basis, I knew a few people that 

struggle, and then to see it on such a wide scale. I was searching for 

resolutions that or, you know, possibilities were ways, like I say, in 

hindsight, if there had been sort of something maybe been some 

emotional mentorship. It broke my heart to ask them to leave the PLOT. 

I was crying when I told those guys that they couldn’t be here anymore 

because their behavior was making the space unsafe for everyone else.  

According to Teresa, the gap she identified was that the different communities 

often lacked ‘basic communication skills’ in relaying how they felt in constructive and in 

her words ‘loving ways’ to each other. Furthermore, she reflects that it's hard to have an 

open dialogue when people already have their perceptions and biases towards each 

other.  

How do we get along despite our differences ? How do we, how do we 

feel heard? And how do we make room to actually listen to people, 

whether we agree with it or not, but just to actually hear their 

perspective, and not make a bunch of things in our minds to respond to 

somebody until we've completely heard that other person. This work is 

like walking on eggshells. You are going to make somebody mad for 

sure. 

For Teresa, working with marginalized and vulnerable populations also increased 

the risk and pressure of mitigating any further harm. However, this was hard to control in 

an open public setting. According to her, these conflicts are just part of doing this work in 

the community. However, she does wish for more resources and support for grassroots 

leaders, so they can also take care of themselves.  

How did I take care of myself? Lots of deep breathing. 

Teresa is no longer involved in the same capacity; she had decided to get some 

distance from the space to focus on other endeavors.  

Burnout is especially prevalent in community leaders that are part of 

marginalized groups that they are addressing through their interventions. For Katheren, 

unsafety in her community motivated her to directly address these issues on the ground. 

She faces significant physical, mental and economic challenges as a disabled person 
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struggling with mental health challenges. Despite these challenges, she has been a solid 

pillar for the community in the Grove. She has spent years listening to the community 

and creating events to strengthen and foster connections. However, during COVID-19, 

she felt isolated, missing connection and care from her community.  

I'm loved and respected but as an icon, or someone on a pedestal for 

that community building but me, as a woman, living in poverty. I need 

a connection. I need care. I need love, you know, and I'm giving all of 

that out all the time. But I don't feel people came back with that. They 

came back with your You're so inspiring. You're my hero. Awards and 

trophies. I have been doing this work in isolation and poverty in silence. 

Who cares for the carer? 

Furthermore, accessing support from the City and other agencies creates 

unnecessary challenges and stress for these community organizers. Especially access 

to grants has been a factor that causes a lot of anxiety for some participants. Current city 

processes require successful recipients to pay for the cost of an event for example prior, 

they must save the receipts and receive reimbursement later. However, this process is 

not accessible for many as they lack the funds to cover the costs. In addition, community 

organizers are usually caught in between balancing community needs with limitations 

imposed on them by the City. For instance, the PLOT is on City lands which a few 

individuals from the community lease on a year-by-year basis. In order to keep access to 

the space, there is pressure on the community to comply and use the space within set 

parameters.  

A planner from the City of Surrey agrees that there is ‘definitely community group 

burnout’. He has seen this burnout firsthand with different community leaders leaving 

unexpectedly. However, he perceives this burnout can sometimes be regarded as 

existing within a process of community renewal, as an opportunity for new leaders to 

take their place and propose their own unique perspectives and solutions in the space.  

I don't think that burnout doesn't exist. I know for a fact it does. And I 

think some of it is renewal where you know, projects, some projects or 

initiatives have natural arcs where it's like organizing around something, 

implementing something and then kind of like people dissipating. So I 

think that there's always a natural, like, increase and decrease of 

community activity. Regardless, there was a person here in Newton that 

I really respected. My understanding was that he really just kind of burnt 

out on some of the challenges of doing community work. And it's always, 

it's always something that I've carried with me being like, was I not able 

to support enough? Was I not able to be a strong enough ally for this 

individual? The city is very siloed. You know, the left hand says, stop, 
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and the right hand says go, and it's just like, different perceptions and 

risk tolerance and areas. Getting the silos to line up is extremely 

difficult, and I think creates a lot of frustration from community groups.  

Many participants have shared that community organizing can be very satisfying 

and fulfilling. However, it can also have negative outcomes such as lack of structure, 

support and resources, which can further exacerbate feelings of distress. For Teresa 

and Katheren, their community work is not just creating fun events as it involves a 

significant amount of care work as they take on informal roles of social workers, 

therapists and counselors. This can be draining, contributing to burnout as these 

individuals are doing this work in poorly resourced and underserved groups facing 

hardships, and in some instances, they also belong to these communities. 

We don't consider our caretakers or we're not aware of the great care 

that people are taking of us by creating these spaces. The PLOT 

especially is a space of care. It also makes people aware of different 

times of care, plants need care, land needing care, nature needing care, 

community needing care. There are care instructions of how to pick kale 

and how different plants need different care that they are not all the 

space. But I think there isn't always an awareness of how not all people 

are the same and they need different types of care too.  

6.2. “Unofficial” users  

 

Figure 67 “Homeless + down and out bad, I don’t steal to make money, I have 
no family or anyone to help me find work, so I humbly ask if you can 
plz spare anything helps, thank you for your time. God bless your 
soul.” Photo by Don Li-Leger.  
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In this section, I will highlight the experiences of homeless or street-involved 

residents who I have categorized as “unofficial’ interim users who often villainized for 

their presence in these spaces. As I have outlined above, their use of these spaces has 

impacted the sense of safety for many other users. This chapter offers an opportunity to 

understand not only their perspectives but importantly encourages a discussion around 

power, privilege and ‘normalized’ use/users of public spaces.  

It is important to acknowledge the history of these spaces, in relation to the 

presence of homeless, street-involved and especially intoxicated racialized men in the 

area. A lot of the community efforts in the space stemmed out from a tragedy where a 

woman was killed by a racialized and intoxicated man. This sparked fear amongst 

residents and the response was to create lively and busy spaces to recreate a sense of 

safety especially for women. However, this may have led to the intensification of the 

othering and fear of a certain type of individual.  

According to Iveson (1998), “public spaces is more commonly defined in a 

topographical sense, to refer to particular places in the city that are (or should be) open 

to the members of the ‘public’”. However, there is constant struggle around who has the 

right or access to a public space and who is excluded. For whom the public space is a 

space and for whom it is a place. Place is defined as a space with meaning attached and 

space is an objective geographical space that is “not owned or defined.” So how do we 

understand public spaces as public places carrying numerous memories, 

representations and connections for different individuals that flow through them? Is there 

a way of respecting or understanding these different experiences as equal? Is there 

really a difference between a homeless resident adorning a public space with little 

trinkets that he had found on his walk and a person decorating their house? Who is 

allowed to shape public spaces and find belonging in it? 

The 2020 Metro Vancouver Homeless Point-in-Time count indicates there are 

644 individuals (471 sheltered, 173 living on the streets) who were homeless in Surrey. 

The final report states that the numbers represented are an undercount due to several 

factors including community geography, COVID-19, hidden homelessness, length of 

survey, weather and willingness to participate. In 2017, the Newton Business 

Improvement Association (BIA) undertook their own homeless count within their 

catchment and identified 55 individuals who were homeless. The 2020 count does not 
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specify how many individuals are experiencing homelessness in Newton, but they are 

visible in public spaces especially in the Grove and PLOT. Even when they are not 

visible there is plenty of anti-homeless design built in the space to indicate their 

presence.  

In one of our go-along interviews, a member of the PLOT showed me the fencing 

of any corners or hidden spots around private and public buildings that homeless 

resident can use to rest or sleep in. We walked by a fence that had been patched up 

several times with different colors or sizes of metal wire. He humorously pointed out to 

me that it can be considered art. Anti-homeless values of businesses and residents are 

reflected in the fenced-off walls of Newton. The cycle of cutting and patching up a fence 

is a metaphor for turning a blind eye to social issues, by investing into ‘patchy’ solutions 

without any considerations of permanent remedies. It is clear that homeless residents do 

inhabit these spaces, but their actions and presence are perceived as an annoyance and 

inconvenience to “normal life”. Further homeless residents returning to the same fenced 

area may also connote a sense of comfort, belonging or even a dialogue between a 

person experiencing homelessness and the person patching up the fences. It could 

simply be that the homeless residents frequent these spaces because it may be easy to 

cut up the newly patched areas of the fence with thinner wire.  

 

Figure 68 Patched fences. Photo taken by a participant during a go-along 
interview.   
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Perceptions around homelessness in Newton are not unique or different from 

anywhere else, homelessness is perceived as individual failure rather than a collective 

and social failure created and perpetuated by capitalist systems and neoliberal urban 

policies. Further, the presence of homeless and street-involved residents in a public 

space is regarded as a threat to “normal” public life, the display of visible poverty can 

provoke feelings of unease and unsafety. If that is the case, what spaces are they 

allowed to occupy in our public spaces? Does not having access to housing strip one of 

the right to be an active agent in shaping the environments around them? 

According to Margier (2016), “image has become an important tool in the 

production of cities.” Intention and resources are directed to creating an appealing 

environment for business, investment and tourism, “over the provision of services to 

citizens.” Therefore, issues impacting residents, especially poor, marginalized and those 

experiencing homelessness are ignored or, at worst, criminalized. The creation of 

spaces through this logic thus encourages the erasure, control and surveillance of any 

activity that doesn’t fit within or is a threat to neoliberal urban ideals. Homeless residents 

primarily live in public view, their work, social interactions and even rest is often 

interrupted as they constantly find themselves in spaces that they supposedly don’t have 

the right to be in. They are regarded as undesirable visitors that are passing through or 

will be moved along rather than residents of a place that have as much right to be in 

public space as a homeowner. So where do these individuals go to escape from the 

eyes of the public?  

 

Figure 69 A homeless resident and study participant. Photo taken by author 
during a go-along interview.   
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6.2.1. Profile of homeless or street-involved residents in the Grove 
and PLOT 

Homeless or street involved individuals that were part of my research mostly 

congregated around the edges of the PLOT. They described this space as a safe and 

peaceful space for them to meet their friends, share food, drink alcohol and nap. One of 

my participants spoke further about the security, calm and belonging he finds in this 

space: 

It is better when I am with my friends here, I don’t feel so alone. I know 

my friends are here at this time, I will run into someone I know here. I 

don’t feel alone. My family doesn’t really care for me, they don't want 

anything to do with me. We are moving or cycling around all day, it is 

exhausting. I am tired. I can rest here. This place is great, it is green 

and so beautiful. It reminds me of my home back in Punjab. 

All my homeless participants were South Asian men that immigrated to Canada 

as adults and have been living in Surrey for more than 10 years. They have been 

regularly visiting the area around the PLOT and Grove for the past 3-6 years. Our 

conversations were primarily in Punjabi. All of them struggle with addiction and drinking 

alcohol is one of the activities that brings them together. They often pool their money 

together to purchase a bottle. One of the three men left his home but the other two were 

kicked out of their homes by their families because of their drinking habits. All of them 

held jobs at one point in their life, worked full-time in lumber factories or were contract 

workers at farms. However, their addiction and undiagnosed mental health struggles 

placed them in their current situation. Some have been admitted to nearby rehabilitation 

centers several times, but after a few months they have found themselves back on the 

streets.  

They all are hidden homeless as well, meaning that they are often allowed to 

sleep in their family or relatives’ house at night either on the couch, garage or in the 

backyard during summertime. However, during the day, they are visibly homeless and 

hang around in the “dark corners”' of Newton, in parks, at the back of the library, around 

the PLOT, in the Grove or behind grocery stores.  

Furthermore, they are not just homeless men, they are intoxicated and racialized 

homeless men. They expressed a level of hyper-awareness of their presence and how 
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they are perceived by others. They expressed an intention to not stand out or engage, 

and a desire to remain invisible.  

Margier (2016) describes, stigmatized individuals try to ‘normify’ their own 

conduct, and also that of others in the group, as' ‘in-group purification' ', a sentiment also 

articulated by a participant.  

I don’t go to the shelters because I don’t get along with the people there. 

I would rather be with my friends. We have each other’s back. RCMP 

officers know us, I am always getting tickets, what do we do with them? 

How do I pay for them? I always tell my friends, not to make too much 

noise, not to interact with anyone or even say hello. We don’t want to 

get in trouble. But you know when you drink, there is not much you can 

control. When people look at us if we are not even drunk, they are 

scared. They don’t want to even say hi. We are not monsters but maybe 

that is how we look in their eyes. I am a pretty big guy, maybe I look 

scary. So when we see people coming to work in the PLOT, we usually 

just move away because we don’t want to make anyone uncomfortable. 

Beyond nurturing social connections and a community of care within these “dark 

corners' ' of Newton, I argue that these men are also engaging in art-making and place-

making. I think it is this process that reframes their presence in these spaces as active 

agents rather than passive or disruptive subjects. One of the ways homeless or street-

involved residents engage with this space through art is by adorning the space with toys, 

small objects, plants and seeds they find. One of core member of the ‘PLOT group’ 

fondly reflects on an intentional or unintentional seed bombing in the garden. 

One summer, red poppies appeared all throughout the garden and no 

one at the garden knew who planted them. Later it was discovered that 

it was one of the South Asian homeless men, who planted a whole 

packet of them. We don’t know what they wanted to do but the space 

looked beautiful. 
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Figure 70 Red poppies in the PLOT. Photo taken by author during a go-along 
interview.   

However, one of the significant ways these interim ‘unofficial’ users claim their 

space in this environment is by creating memorials for their friends who may have 

passed away from overdosing. For one of my participants, it was a site where his friend 

passed away from an overdose, visiting this space makes him feel closer to his friends: 

“I don’t just come here to drink.” The act of using public spaces to remember and 

collectively grieve the loss of a person who had experienced homelessness not only 

speaks to the connectedness of the community, but further reflects an effort to claim 

rights to occupy these public spaces where names and faces that are often regarded as 

threats are spelled out, remembered and humanized. These homeless men are often 

referred to as a homogeneous group and individuals are often anonymous. The act of 

holding a memorial claims their own integrity and asserts their belonging in the space. 

One participant reflects: 

I found a white sheet. We hung the huge piece of fabric where the trees 

are (Grove) and everybody wrote prayers and memories of our brother 

who passed away. People left offerings. Sometimes people just 

disappear and we don’t know what happened to them. It is sad. This is 

a way to let the community know. 
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Figure 71 Memorial at the Grove. Photo taken by author during a go-along 
interview.   

The dark corners of the Grove and PLOT are not just corridors that people walk 

through to get to the buses, library or the nearby grocery stores, but they are rather 

designations where people gather, celebrate, remember, grieve and garden together. 

For those experiencing homelessness, these are often spaces of refuge, out of the eyes 

of the public, places of rest, to meet friends, places to decorate, and overall places 

where they can temporarily take part in shaping their cities. One of my participants 

shared that to be homeless is to “live your life in the eyes of the public, there is rarely 

any privacy so if you are having a good or a bad day, people walking by you are part of 

that.” 

My emotions and reactions are for everyone to see. I can’t close the 

door. Yeah..if I am angry, yelling or sad. Everyone around me is going 

to see. 

Margier (2016) argues that, “public space is also a dwelling space.” Our idea of a 

home is limited to a walled space that we rent or own, but a home is a space in which, 
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“human beings are able to build their own world and where their ontological security is at 

a maximum.” A place where you can trust and form a sense of identity. Numerous 

geographers and psychologists argue that social interrelationships are more integral to 

the idea of home than borders and walls. Regardless their relation and connection to 

these space is ignored simply because they lack a physical “home”. The South Asian 

homeless men that I interviewed have strong memories and relationships with these 

transition spaces.  

6.2.2. Experiences of exclusion and displacement 

 

Figure 72  Emerging themes from ‘unofficial’ users. Illustrated by the author.  

 

Figure 73 Belongings of a homeless resident at the PLOT. Photo by the 
author.  
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There are tremendous positives of all the programming and activation that has 

happened in the Grove and in the PLOT. However, as Margier (2016) notes, “actions of 

beautification and greenification and other cultural activities produce new regulations of 

public spaces.” Certain groups of people with completely good intentions, however with 

specific social and political privileges are trusted with stewarding and changing public 

spaces. They unknowingly become extensions of the status quo (control and power), 

and the responsibility of governing spaces is also downloaded on them.  

For example, the PLOT is on City of Surrey’s property and in order to maintain 

access to the space, there is a certain transfer of responsibilities from the City to a group 

of individuals. This includes maintaining a certain level of cleanliness, eliminating any 

non-sightline structures and plants, reporting nuisance behavior while creating a safe 

and inclusive site for the community. The agreement further states that the community at 

the PLOT, “will not allow individuals who participate in nuisance behavior at the PLOT to 

participate in PLOT activities.” Although the agreement does not specify what is 

considered nuisance behavior, one can gather enough detail from the context of the 

space that this refers to the homeless residents. Naturally, they are also the main group 

that is monitored by the RCMP and By-law officers. Individuals that are stewarding the 

PLOT must eliminate “dark corners” (such as high hedges, raspberry bushes or trees) 

that homeless residents can hide behind to drink or rest in the space. This could also be 

regarded as a safety measure, so if someone overdoses, the officers can intervene 

promptly and help them. Further, we could also view this as creating a sense of safety 

amongst other official users of the space. However, the explicit exclusion and 

displacement of certain marginalized groups in public and supposedly social spaces is 

connected to the neoliberalization of our cities.  

Thus, there is contestation around what is regarded as appropriate use of the 

space, even if the group that is stewarding wants to be inclusive of marginalized groups, 

they are left in the middle navigating what they are allowed to do and what they believe 

is the right thing to do. For instance, the PLOT when it first started, the intentions of the 

artists behind it was to create a truly open, inclusive and iterative space. They actively 

reached out to different communities including the homeless residents to share the 

space equally with other users. One of the artists involved in the project speaks to this 

point of why deviant or ‘undesirable’ individuals are not allowed to enjoy beautiful public 

spaces.  
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In the first year, we didn’t really have the problems of the South Asian men 
congregating and drinking. I wouldn’t even call it a problem, it was much 
more of a usage, let’s put it that way of homeless people coming that 
needed a place to be safe place to stash their stuff, to get some water and 
just sit.  

I mean there was all this concern that homeless people will gather here or 
it is like a magnet for them to come. And of course they would, wouldn’t 
you want to be in a beautiful space where there are flowers, food and 
water? I mean why? Why are they not allowed to have this enjoyment? 

The ‘official’ interim users are put in an awkward situation in this dynamic where 

they have to exclude certain individuals from public spaces. They have to act as an 

authority over the space even if they don’t want to carry this additional weight. The idea 

of a ‘safe’ space is then a space that is regulated and privatized through certain norms, 

behavior, identities and activities. Therefore, these grassroots activations are not 

empowering all members of the community, “there are structural inequalities and 

unequal access to resources; in other words, power” (Hou, 2020).  In these spaces, 

certain groups have power over other groups and often this power is invisible even to the 

beholder.  

According to Hou (2020), “invisible power is maintained through socialization and 

culture that perpetuate exclusion and inequality, often denying access to information, 

which can lead to self-blame and feelings of powerlessness.” This self-blame and 

feelings of powerlessness are reflected in my conversations with the homeless residents 

in Newton. They have internalized their exclusion and are aware of their position and 

how they are perceived in the space, which is often through a negative lens, one that is 

based in fear and stress. Even if their ‘problematic’ behavior is not always intended as 

anti-social, they are likely to be first to be excluded or moved along from using a public 

space.  

As one of my participants reflects, “...everybody is welcome but how do you 

make that happen when someone says this person is unsafe and I don’t want to come 

here until this person leaves. Sadly, it’s easy to ask a homeless person to leave, they 

are used to this sort of treatment. Not the first time they experience this exclusion.” 

The above comment aligns with Hou’s argument on how, “contrary to the rhetoric 

of openness and inclusiveness, the actual making, and practice of public spaces reflect 

a different political reality and social biases.” Therefore, in the process of creating open 
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and inclusive public spaces imply removal or exclusion of certain experiences and this is 

often justified to enhance safety for users that are considered “normal”. Can we ever 

resolve this conflict? Or is it just ‘natural’ that our established hierarchies and biases will 

continue the creation of quasi-public spaces that are not really open or accessible to 

everyone? Are we imagining our public spaces through an idealistic lens? Expanding on 

Cora’s question on why those experiencing homelessness are not given access or 

allowed to enjoy beautiful spaces, speaks to the neoliberal management of public 

spaces. According to Stavrides (2016), “domination over space and over people is 

constantly being imposed and legitimized.” One must possess certain privileges to have 

the freedom to walk in, enjoy or alter a public space. There is a certain order, a status 

quo and order that must be protected.  

According to a street-involved resident, the visual of a person experiencing 

homeless is not an appealing image for many. Therefore, it is better for them to remain 

hidden and out of sight.   

They are going through a lot and sometimes how they look is not really 

pretty. So its just better for everyone if they hide away in the park 

nearby, our of the site from everyone else. RCMP circles around here all 

day long and they are usually telling us to move along anyway so we 

just go the park on the other side.  

A homeless resident shares his discomfort about taking part in the programming 

at the PLOT.  

I feel bad because somedays I haven’t showered and I want to say hello 

to people here but I feel ashamed. I want to be presentable.  

I have joined the ceremonies in the space (Medicine Wheel), people are 

nice but usually I feel out of place. Like I don’t know what they are 

doing, but it seems sacred, something important.  

Although efforts were made by several interim ‘official’ users to include these 

‘unofficial’ users, regardless the different artistic interventions ultimately excluded and 

displaced the homeless and street-involved residents that were using the Grove and 

PLOT because of their otherness and perceived or actual antisocial behavior. One of my 

homeless participants reflects that when a person experiencing homeless is told to move 

along, they will have to find another space and thus they are caught in this continuous 

movement, navigating hierarchies and biases of different public spaces and finding their 
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place in it. Furthermore, their claim to these spaces is not valued or even acknowledged, 

as voiced by a participant below.  

We live in this neighborhood too and we have our group here, we know 

each other and look after each other. Sometimes we go to parks and 

spend time there but this space (PLOT) is perfect for us. It's closer to 

buses and shops and it offers us some privacy. We get told to move but 

we keep coming back here. I know when the RCMP is going to make 

their rounds so we pack up and go to the park. The library is also nice. 

Sometimes we can go there. But we like to come back here. It is our 

spot.  
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Chapter 7. External Paradigms 

This section presents the external forces acting upon the temporary spaces and 

its interim users. These external forces, including City of Surrey and media, shape 

perceptions and narratives of these spaces and its users to the general public. They can 

be supportive, but often they are deemed as obstructing or hindering the creative 

community efforts highlighted in the earlier chapters.  

7.1. City of Surrey  

The City of Surrey is the ‘landlord’ of these transition spaces. The City’s priority in 

the spaces has been to mitigate any liabilities, but most importantly, to ensure that the 

community is aware that they only have temporary claims on these sites.   

According to a long-time activist in Newton, the City is worried about the land 

becoming unavailable and claimed permanently by the community.  

If the stewards of these spaces don’t own the land, they feel a sense of 

ownership of the space. And that's like a complicated relationship. It's 

too intense. It's more intense than any land owning document. It's a 

space of relationship and belonging. The city wants to make sure that 

they can get the land back whenever they want. They don’t want people 

to chain themselves to trees because that has happened before.  

Therefore, the City draws the parameters of what kind of activities can take place 

in these spaces through the form of legal contracts, bylaws and other bureaucratic 

processes such as community grants or getting access to water.   

Several participants remarked on the difficulty of applying for City grants, which 

require the community to first spend their own money and then submit receipts for 

reimbursement. Although a common practice for municipal grants, it is not equitable for 

members of the community who are poor and do not have the spare money to spend 

beforehand. One of my participants felt very anxious about keeping all her receipts in 

check as she feared that if she were to misplace a receipt, she could end up losing 

money for groceries for the next month. 

I kept a track of everything, I have a binder of all the receipts. The City 

wants to make sure you spent the $100 they gave you.  
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Furthermore, the City signs an agreement with individuals stewarding these 

spaces that details their role and moreover who and what kind of activities are allowed in 

the spaces. A co-signer of this contract stated that this agreement can be scary for 

people as they cannot guarantee to the City how the rest of the community will 

use/misuse this public space.  

I can’t guarantee if someone is going to start making loud noises here 

at 12 AM, I just come here on weekends for a few hours. I am scared 

sometimes that the City might sue me for something that I have no 

control over. I sometimes have nightmares. But anyway I want this 

space to exist and knock on wood nothing too bad happens here. That 

is all we can hope for.  

She goes on to say that certain City employees working closely with the 

communities have changed the language on these contracts to make it friendlier in their 

tone and penalties. However, there is still a fine line that these community groups must 

walk in order to not be penalized for using these public spaces. Furthermore, she talks 

about the importance of working with City employees that understand the context of the 

space.  

We just have to stay in the good graces of the City, they do look away 

often at what we are doing. But imagine if there is a new staff person, 

they wouldn’t understand the history of this space and how to work with 

us.  

Several participants also reflected that the City is initially very cautious and 

skeptical of their initiatives but once they do that work, they are able to assure the 

institution that there is limited risk but more benefits. According to Cora, “they (the city) 

want the arts but they are afraid of it.” 

An example of this is Don Li-Leger’s experience with the City of Surrey in getting 

approval for the development of the Encyclopedia House. The artist had envisioned the 

art piece to function as a house within the Grove that people could take shelter from the 

rain or spend a few minutes of silence amongst the books. The house had a wooden 

frame and the discarded book functioned as bricks. Although the vision of the project 

was admired by many for its uniqueness, it sparked quite a challenge for several 

departments in the City who had their own concern around safety and other liabilities 

(the house crashing on someone, homeless residents using the space, etc.). After 

months of negotiation, the initial idea for the art piece was heavily altered, the house was 
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allowed to be built but the door must always be locked so people can’t enter it and 

further Don had to sign an agreement that Don would take the house down in six 

weeks.  

The City required Don to purchase a $5 million liability insurance policy, which 

according to the artist was excessive as the house was to locked at all times. The City 

also asked Don to acquire a structural engineer’s report and assessment of the 

structure. Below is a segment of letter that Don sent to the City attached to the structural 

engineer’s report he obtained.  

That is the structural engineer’s report, which you have listed as a 

requirement. To date, I have spent hours trying to track down a 

structural engineer that would have the time and be available to take 

this on. I have contacted numerous firms, and after two weeks of steady 

attempts, have only succeeded in actually speaking to one such 

engineer, who has queried why this kind of approval cannot be acquired 

through the existing City infrastructure. He also stated that the 

requirement of $5m liability insurance was quite excessive for the 

matter at hand, particularly considering that you will not allow public 

access into the structure. (Nevertheless, I did purchase an insurance 

policy as per your request.) It seems that with all of the construction 

and developments that are going on in our region, structural engineers 

have ‘bigger fish to fry’, and do not seem at all interested in this little 

project. 

However, the visual appeal of the Encyclopedia House drew attention from 

media and the community. Seeing the community’s enthusiasm around the project, the 

City of Surrey asked Don if the Encyclopedia House could be moved to a more 

permanent location. This was not feasible for the project as it was not built to be moved 

or to be permanent as outlined in the agreement with the city. Cora was also 

instrumental in helping Don navigate the bureaucratic processes.  

So, you know, the city on one hand is trying to support the arts. And on 

the other hand, I feel like they have a lot to learn to support the arts, if 

you really want this cool stuff to happen, you have to kind of lighten up 

a little bit. 

Cora further reflects on the lack of accessibility for individuals who may not 

understand or have the ‘stamina’ to access the City’s resources. In her role as an 

advisor on an arts committee, Cora had an extensive network of individuals with some 

influence in the City to easily access or even be aware of the support to implement 

projects like the PLOT in the community. However, despite all these connections, it was 
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still difficult and frustrating for Cora and Don to obtain the trust of the City regarding their 

projects. This further highlights the barriers in place for others who want to do this sort of 

community work but who might not be as connected or resourced as the Li-Leger, to 

work with the City. 

Cora's advice is that the City likes to see measurable outcomes, and community 

organizers have to be strategic. “You have to come up with something that is a little bit 

more of their language and level of comfort.”   

Similar to the Encyclopedia House, the PLOT was accepted as a temporary one-

year long project with a contract in place.  

This piece of paper says that after 2016 Don and Cora are done with the 

PLOT. They wanted us to just abandon the PLOT, like you can grow your 

vegetables, do your project and then you are gone. Thank you very 

much! 

The PLOT from its inception was required to have the temporary in it. Don and 

Cora could not call it a community garden because the users might assume that it is 

permanent.  

There were going to be too many attachments if they called it a 

community garden. At the end it was decided that it could only be called 

a temporary land art project. 

The City also asked the artist to buy insurance, which would have used up all the 

grant money that the artist had acquired for the project. After some pushback, the City 

eventually changed their requirement for insurance but were very specific about what 

could be in the garden.  

We couldn't have a tool shed because it would get lived in by homeless 

people. We couldn't have a toilet because the people would, you know, 

oh, god forbid people would use the toilet. Can’t have water, you can 

only borrow the water from the houses around. So we got the water 

from the neighbors and they were also kind enough for us to use their 

shed in their backyard to store our tools. 

An example of where a community's trust in the City is tarnished is when 

something that is important to the community is removed or altered without informing the 

community. For example, a group of community members used a tree in the PLOT for 

ceremonial use, they added threads with positive messages and names all over it.  It 

was referred to as the “wishing tree”. Although the tree was dead, it held significant 
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value and meaning for the community. Therefore, it was very heartbreaking for the 

community to see the tree disappear one day and were later informed that it was 

removed by the city because the tree was dead and posed a hazard. This dismissal of 

the importance of this tree to the community and the lack of communication further 

tarnished community’s trust with the city. According to a community member, the cutting 

of the tree represented that their work is not respected by the City. 

I didn’t know why they didn’t ask us before they cut it down. We adorned 

the wishing tree with pendants and prayers. It was something that was 

important. And it was heartbreaking to walk in the PLOT and see a 

stump.  

When the City does give recognition to community members through awards, it is 

appreciated by the community. “It was nice to be acknowledged that you're doing 

something that your city acknowledges and appreciates.” Another participant reflects, 

“You know we may disagree with the City but you know we also have to acknowledge 

that it is by the good graces of the City that we are allowed to be in these spaces and we 

have to respect that.” 

Despite these challenges navigating the broader bureaucratic structure of the 

City, most participants have a positive interaction working directly with individual City 

staff.  

One of the core members of the PLOT group reflects on her perception of the 

City and how it changed working with a supportive planner from the City of Surrey.  “I'm 

naturally scared of dealing with the authorities, you know, government 

authorities…bureaucracy.  I don't think we can find another person that works for a 

government that goes all out, meeting with us after hours and he listens. He goes out of 

his way. And very involved and very supportive. I don't think we can find another person 

to replace him. I feel less scared of signing the contract because I understand my role 

better, and don’t feel scared of the city.” 

One of the participants reflects on the unique role of City employees wanting to 

support unique community initiatives but being restricted by the bureaucracy to help 

nurture these projects.  

Surrey is so huge, and it has this work that is a small number of 

comparatively small, considering the size of the municipality, the small 
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number of city works having all these file folders, right for all the 

different issues. Each one of those humans has like an immense number 

of file folders on their plate.  They are helpful but they are working within 

a bureaucracy like any bureaucracy, that doesn’t allow them to do things 

easily all the time. The bureaucracy prevents the city workers from 

having a relationship with the community.” And I think that's the same 

with a lot of cities, the structures they work in don’t offer much smooth 

workarounds all the time. 

The City also holds the authority on what the future of Newton looks like and how 

it will impact the communities in the Grove and PLOT, as outlined in the Newton Town 

Centre Plan. The different communities active in these spaces were not consulted.  

Regarding the Grove and the PLOT, the plan states that the Grove will be 

expanded into a larger park, while the PLOT will be possibly turned into a future transit 

exchange station. Although it is mentioned in the plan that “retaining and creating new 

opportunities for community members to shape and steward community spaces in 

Newton town Centre will help connect the old with the new, and contribute to the 

development of unique local character.” The groups that have been stewarding these 

spaces for years are not named, but images from their events and programs are used in 

the plan. Following is a snippet from the Newton Town Centre plan describing the Grove 

and future plans for the space.  

Located adjacent to the Newton Recreation Centre, this area currently 

consists of a grove of trees with pathways that connect to the bus loop. 

With the future relocation of the bus loop and changes in adjacent land 

uses, “The Grove” will be expanded northward into an urban 

neighborhood park. The park will be expanded to provide more outdoor 

community space and to support community engagement and 

activities.  

The section of placemaking in the plan states how “flexible approaches to 

urbanism can support the needs of present and future land use.” The section also 

mentions temporary and permanent placemaking features including street furniture, 

plazas, public art and temporary parklets. Further, supporting community-led initiatives is 

briefly mentioned, “when possible, community-led initiatives to animate, program and 

improve public spaces can be planned and supported.” Although not directly 

acknowledged or credited in the plan, the individuals involved with the Grove and PLOT 

have influenced some key elements of how the City perceives these spaces and its 

users. Most importantly, they have shaped the path for future grassroots community 

groups through their initiatives as proof of citizens claiming right to public spaces. All in 
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all, it is important to note that the effect of these sort of mobilizations is suitably reflected 

in City plans.  

The City’s role in these spaces has been to ensure that the creativity of interim 

users remains within the parameters set out by the City. Regardless, even if the specific 

users comply with their guidelines, the spaces are still public and according to one of my 

participants, “wild”. There is constant negotiation between the different users in the 

space, those directly working with the City and those who push the boundaries for 

different possibilities within these temporary transition spaces. This ‘pushing of 

boundaries’ does not only reflect the need of the community but also is a way for the 

community to shape directly or indirectly future City processes in which they might not 

be included in or consulted on, as reflected in the Newton Town Centre Plan.  

Below are some recommendations for the City of Surrey that emerged from the 

anecdotal and experiential knowledge that my participants have shared in this research. 

These recommendations provide potential solutions that would directly meet the needs 

of the different ‘temporary’ communities working in the Grove and PLOT.  

• Develop internal capacities that support temporary community activity 

- Create accessible and equitable granting streams; pay the grant amount to 
applicants upfront; develop a new grant ing streamthat is accessible to the 
long-term stewards of these spaces; use plain language and provide 
translation  

- Develop less-intimidating lease contracts  

- Recognize the efforts of these temporary users in relevant policies, 
reports, and official documents  

- Allocate more staff resources so they can create meaningful and 
reciprocal relationships with the different communities in these spaces 

- Understand that capacities of different users may fluctuate, some 
projects/users might be more active/inactive during certain times of the 
years 

- Recognize community burnout and allocate supports such as therapy and 
mentorship support  

• Allocate more spaces for these forms of formal and informal temporary activity 
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- Adopt a more proactive approach. Rather than just allowing on community 
to claim these spaces, promote temporary use of other vacant, underused 
spaces in the city 

• Support the progression/need of some temporary to become permanent  

- Work with the different communities to find a permanent place for the 
‘medicine wheel’ or a sacred gathering space  

• Don’t consult/inform but instead nurture leadership 

- Recognize that every community is made up of different communities 
(sub-communities) that share some commonalities but at the same time 
have conflicting values, therefore a flexible approach is required for 
engagement  

• Expand supports for hidden homeless residents  

- Mobilize local service providers to address issues and concerns of these 
residents 

7.2. Media  

The media has played an important role in contributing to the image of Newton 

being an unsafe space after the 2013 incident, but it has also been used as a tool by 

those involved with the Grove and PLOT to showcase and share their journey along with 

struggles and success of working in these spaces. According to one of my participants, 

the media has been important for promoting these spaces as well. 

They would post the story and next Sunday we will see new faces in the 

garden. Lot of people here came to see this space because they read 

about it in some newspaper.   

Surrey Now-Leader is a local online and print newspaper that covers Surrey, 

Delta and White Rock. The newspaper had highlighted the different activities at the 

Grove and the PLOT extensively and has been an important historical source for this 

thesis to reference a timeline of activities and key actions in these spaces.  

The media has also served as an ally to the community in amplifying their voices 

and struggles. For example, Don and Cora reached out to a local reporter to share their 

challenges of working with the City of Surrey to get approval for the Encyclopedia 

House. According to Cora, not only did the news story help the artists share their story 

with the community but it helped them put pressure on the City to support their project.  
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However, the reporting on these projects hasn’t always been positive. According 

to Cora, there is a certain “obsession” with our current media channels to highlight the 

negative. Cora recalls a story that Don had told her. One day, when Don was working 

with some community members on the Encyclopedia house, CBC News came to the 

Grove to do a story on the increasing crime rates in Newton. While the crew was 

covering the story, a community member approached them and asked them to look just 

‘10 meters away’ from them to highlight something positive and unique happening in the 

community.  

It was like water off the duck's back. They went, Oh, yeah. And they 

just went on with their murder story. Now, this is a typical sort of news 

media focus on spreading paranoia, and keep feeding that fear because 

that's maybe what they think people want to hear.  
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Chapter 8.  
 
Conclusion  

What does artistic activation in an underserved community looks like? What are 

some advantages of temporality? What do these transition spaces look like and who 

usually steps in to shape them? Why is the City of Surrey so difficult to work with? 

These were some of the questions that I wanted to answer as a community 

member and researcher when I began this research project. I had predicted that I would 

uncover a plethora of stories and experiences, but I didn’t fathom the time and emotional 

commitment that this community-engaged research would entail. In alignment with CER 

principles and ethics, I wanted my research process to be collaborative, reciprocal, 

flexible and inclusive. Regardless, I learned throughout the process that there are 

limitations to how true a researcher can remain to these values, especially with limited 

resources and a time constraint. This tension left me feeling unsure if I had done enough 

to include the different communities in the Grove and PLOT. In turn, this challenged my 

own assumptions of who I considered to be ‘community’ in these transition spaces. 

Moreover, realizing my own biases of who I deemed as appropriate active agents in 

public spaces. The issue of inclusion and exclusion has been a central challenge not 

only for me as CER, insider-researcher but also for the different interim users “official” 

and “unofficial” including residents, activists and artists whose efforts I have highlighted 

in this thesis.  

I began my inquiry by observing how the Grove and PLOT are being used today, 

what are the different elements that exist in these spaces and who is engaging with 

them. Mainly, I wanted to present a snapshot of the space as it exists at the point of the 

research before delving into details highlighting the different social, political and 

interpersonal dynamics. From this point on, I listened. I documented the perspectives of 

different interim users to understand their intentions and experience in shaping and 

engaging in these transition spaces. Beyond understanding their intentions and values 

which were rooted in and driven by creativity, inclusion, safety and play, I learned about 

their individual unique challenges and struggles working with the different stakeholders 

and users of these spaces. For instance, understanding the limitations of ‘inclusion’ — 
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that no matter how hard they work to make a space inclusive, there is always the risk of 

someone being excluded and at worst displaced. Others shared their struggle working 

with the City of Surrey and navigating different bureaucratic channels to introduce 

‘radical’ changes to the neighborhood. After understanding the perspective of different 

artists working in these spaces, I focused on the individual users of these spaces to 

uncover how they found these spaces, why they interact with them, if their perception of 

Newton has changed, and whether they felt safe in these spaces, which garnered mixed 

reviews.  

Concern for safety for women was the spark that kickstarted the different creative 

interventions in these two transition spaces. This study shows that women’s safety has 

been enhanced but there is still room for further improvements. Conversations with my 

participants revealed that safety is subjective, often driven by one’s internalized beliefs, 

values and capacity to tolerate. Regardless, many also reflected on the challenges of 

coexisting in the space with other interim users struggling with their own issues of either 

housing, addiction and mental health. This raises questions if it is possible to create 

public spaces that reconcile and create bridges between different users? Inclusion has 

been part of the practice of different users of these spaces but often this has resulted in 

short-term period of harmony amongst different users, but eventually leading exclusion 

and at worst displacement of mainly street-involved and homeless users of these 

spaces. Furthermore, this brings forth the notion of who holds the power to shape public 

spaces in our cities. Varying groups have different ideas of what it means for a public 

space to be inclusive. Regardless, as shown in this study it is often challenging to act 

through an intersectional lens, as many of these initiatives are responding to the urgent 

needs of a space and individuals involved. Therefore, certain issues and interests of the 

users are given priority. For examples, addressing gender safety over homelessness 

and addiction.  

The different community efforts that are featured in this thesis were often not 

planned, they were spontaneous, intuitive and reactive, attempting to cultivate creativity, 

safety, belonging and care in a neighborhood with a traumatic past. Furthermore, as 

many participants stated these initiatives were experiments to test to see what kind of 

projects the community valued. Moreover, these temporary interventions were also to 

showcase to the City of Surrey, ‘proof of concepts’ of how these vacant transition spaces 

could be transformed. Regardless of when I started volunteering at the PLOT, the 
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community involved was advocating for the space to be a more permanent feature in the 

community. However, when I asked the long-term users and stewards of these spaces, 

they stated that they do not care about the physical space but about the message and 

values behind the space. Furthermore, for many the goal is to show the City through 

experimentation new possibilities for a space.  

For many interim users, it has been a challenge to work with the City of Surrey as 

a bureaucratic institution that is often not spontaneous and intuitive like the community 

interventions highlighted in this thesis. The City is more concerned with order and 

control, where spontaneity and intuition are often regarded as liabilities or requiring 

resources that the City cannot spare to allocate to emerging community needs. The 

perception of City of Surrey also varied among my participants, some were thankful of 

the City that they have provided them with access to these spaces, whilst others were 

more critical and held reformist views, questioning and challenging the different power 

dynamics that perpetuate the top-down process that shapes our spaces in the cities.  

Regardless, the question of what would the City require from community groups 

to properly support these sort of creative initiatives, remains unanswered. From my 

personal experience, I have noticed that planners who understand community needs are 

working to support these projects not because that is outlined in their workplan but 

because of their own values. Although noble, this approach is not sustainable. In order 

to support future community initiatives, the City needs to develop more of an informed 

approach, one that is rooted in listening to the community to create public spaces that 

reflect the needs of the different communities.  

The temporary interventions of interim users in the Grove and PLOT from 2014 

to 2020 have shown the capacities of citizens to take neglected vacant spaces and 

transform them into creative sites of action. The labor, care and efforts of these users 

are significant and worthy of attention even if they are temporary.  

As Newton continues to change and grow, it requires more spaces for 

spontaneous experimentation and community activity, where its residents can convene 

to cultivate solidarity, belonging, and to actively engage in the process of shaping and 

claiming their neighborhood.  
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Throughout this community-engaged research, I struggled with the use of the 

word ‘community’ as it can often evoke a sense of inclusion and exclusion at the same 

time.  

Therefore, the most important findings in my study are from varying perspectives 

and approaches. These provide comprehensive insights into the process of cultivating 

different versions of ‘community’ in transition spaces. It is my hope that I have presented 

a breadth of experiences — visible and hidden. 
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